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Abstract 
 
Several instructional strategies have been recommended for use in heterogeneous classrooms, 

but the frequency of their actual use has remained largely unknown. Therefore, an electronic 

survey was sent to Finnish comprehensive school teachers (N =2,276) in order to assess the 

prevalence of three selected inclusive strategies: co-teaching, group work and differentiation. 

The results showed that co-teaching was used by 42% and group work by 43% of the teachers 

at least on a weekly basis, while differentiation was used regularly by 83% of teachers. The 

application of all strategies was strongly associated with teacher category, with subject 

teachers using them less frequently than classroom teachers or special education teachers. 

There was a linear trend indicating that these teaching strategies were more prevalent in 

bigger municipalities and among younger teacher groups. Their use was also more prevalent 

among female than male teachers. Additionally, among classroom teachers, their usage was 

associated with a more positive attitude towards inclusive education. Among classroom and 

subject teachers, their use was also associated with a higher sense of teacher efficacy. It is 

suggested that subject teachers in particular need to use more versatile teaching strategies to 

strengthen their ability to cope with student diversity.   

 Keywords: inclusive education; Finland; co-teaching; group work; differentiation, 

teachers 
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How Common are Inclusive Educational Practices among Finnish Teachers? 

Introduction 

 Having emerged as a radical paradigm shift during the early nineties, the idea of 

inclusive education became universally known when the United Nations Educational, 

Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) adopted it as one of its main themes for 

educational policy in its Salamanca Statement (UNESCO 1994). This was not just a new 

word being introduced, but about a new way of thinking about the relationship between 

individual capacities and the characteristics of the environment. When the abilities of a 

student did not correspond with the demands of the environment, the old paradigm sought a 

solution from the student’s side; the student was expected to change in order to qualify for the 

regular environment. Therefore, successful rehabilitation was seen as the key instrument 

leading to integration. The problem with this way of thinking was that the requirements for 

successful rehabilitation condemned people with more severe disabilities to a permanent 

segregation, as they were seldom able to attain the standards of readiness required for the 

mainstream classroom (Taylor 1988).  

 The new inclusive paradigm turned the challenge for change upside-down by insisting 

that, in the first instance, it is the duty of schools to accommodate the diverse needs of 

children. The schools need to adapt so that they are able to welcome all children into 

mainstream classrooms, including the most disabled (UNESCO 1994). The focus of the new 

concept was thus on disabilities, and especially on severe disabilities.  

 The Salamanca Statement did not contain any comprehensive review of the 

modifications that would be needed for schools to become inclusive. As a general term, these 

modifications were referred to as ‘child-centered pedagogy’ (UNESCO 1994, viii). The 
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accommodations needed for heterogeneous classrooms were, of course, an issue that had 

already been discussed for decades before the Salamanca Statement. Nowadays, the 

educational literature covers a multitude of approaches considered helpful in promoting 

inclusion (e.g. Cohen 1994; Conderman, Bresnahan and Pedersen, 2009; EADSNE 2003; 

Huebner, 2010; Johnsons and Johnson, 2000; Koegel, Koegel and Dunlap 1996; McLeskey,  

Waldron,Spooner and Algozzine 2014; Thousand, Villa and Nevin 2007; UNESCO 2009).  

Ways to Promote Inclusive Education 

 One of the recommended strategies is co-teaching, which means that at least two 

professionals share the teaching responsibility in the same classroom (European Agency for 

Development in Special Needs Education [EADSNE], 2003; Conderman, Bresnahan and 

Pedersen 2009; Fattig, and Tromey Tailor 2009; Murawski and Goodwin 2014). Co-teaching 

has become a cornerstone of inclusive education in Italy, the country with the most 

comprehensive inclusive school system in the world since the seventies. In Italy, special 

education teachers, called support teachers, are expected to work in mainstream classrooms 

with responsibilities and authority equal to that of the other teachers (Devecchi et al. 2012). 

 Another frequently mentioned means for supporting inclusion is the use of 

peer-assisted learning strategies (EADSNE 2003). These include a group of methods such as 

class-wide peer tutoring (Carter, Asmus and Moss 2014), and cooperative learning based on 

group work (Cohen 1994; Johnson and Johnson 1999; Kagan 1992). Peer-assisted strategies 

make individual differentiation easier than it is with teacher-centered whole-class instruction. 

Possibly a still greater benefit of peer-assisted methods is that they help create positive 

relationships between students. A common observation has been that physical integration 

does not in itself lead to social integration. This simple finding is not new (Kirk and Johnson 
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1951). Students with disabilities tend to remain on the margins of the class community even 

in the most welcoming of classrooms (Gibb, Tunbridge, Chua and Federickson 2007; Koster, 

Pilj, Nakken and van Houten 2010). 

 A third means of supporting inclusive education is differentiation, which means that 

educational processes are adapted to the individual ability levels of the students. 

Differentiation is expected to contain all aspects of learning, beginning with the 

differentiation of content, continuing with instructional processes and ending with learning 

products and their evaluation (Giangreco 1997; Tomlinson 2005; UNESCO 2004). In many 

countries the right to differentiated education is confirmed by laws stipulating the duty to 

write individualized education plans (IEP). The obligation to write IEPs was determined, for 

instance, in the United States in 1975 by the public law 92-142 (U.S. Department of 

Education 2010), in Italy in 1992 by the law 104 (Legge 5 febbraio 1992, n. 194) and in 

Finland in 1998 by the Basic Education Act 628/1998. An individualized education plan 

emphasizes a student’s unique needs, while its preparation also provides a collaborative 

platform for the school personnel. 

 An evaluation of the effects of co-teaching, peer-assisted strategies and differentiation 

in the service of inclusive education is not easy, because none of them is a single strategy, but 

each comprises a variety of approaches and models. However, each of these methods has 

achieved empirical support from research. Co-teaching is reported to be helpful in providing 

peer support for teachers (Scruggs, Mastropieri, and McDuffie 2007) and to be especially 

beneficial for students with disabilities (Murawski and Swanson 2001). Peer-assisted learning 

strategies, such as cooperative learning, have been shown to create a strong intervention in 

promoting social inclusion and acceptance of students with disabilities, while they also have 
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shown their efficacy as teaching methods (Hattie 2009; Johnson and Johnson 2000). Research 

has also validated a number of practices associated with differentiation (Huebner 2010). 

 In addition to co-teaching, cooperative learning and differentiation, multiple other 

strategies have been recommended for inclusive classrooms beginning from the nineties. 

They have included the creation of a supportive learning community with an inclusive culture 

(Hoskins 1995), school-wide planning and collaborative teaming (Fox and Williams 1991; 

Giangreco 1996; Rainforth, York and MacDonald 1992), cooperation with families (Buswell 

and Schaffner 1990), community involvement (Fox and Williams 1991), partnership with 

paraprofessionals, (Causton-Theoharis 2009; Doyle 2002), developing peer support and 

friendships (Gartner and Lispky 1990, Stainback and Stainback 1990), positive behavioral 

support (Ayres and Hedeen 1997; Koegel, Koegel and Dunlap 1996), developing 

communication systems (Duncan and Prelock 1998) and other assistive technologies (Dutton 

and Dutton 1990; Gartner and Lipsky 2002), developing a universal design for learning 

(Thousand, Villa and Nevin 2007), and adapting general educator ownership for educating 

students with disabilities (Giangreco 1997). 

 Currently, a multitude of accommodations exist that have been developed to support 

schools with their inclusive orientation. However, a gap is widening between the ever 

increasing knowledge concerning the requisites of inclusion and the actual practice in schools, 

where significant systems-level change towards inclusive education is still largely missing 

(Armstrong, Armstrong and Spandagou 2010, 29). While inclusive education has been 

adopted as a key educational strategy by many important international organizations such as 

the United Nations, UNESCO, the World Bank (2016) and the Council of the European 

Union (2010), and it has achieved the status of international law (United Nations 2006), it has 
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met considerable resistance at the level of school organizations unwilling to change in the 

direction proposed (EADSNE 2012).  

The Reception of the Idea of Inclusion 

 The concept of inclusive education actually lost much of its original meaning soon 

after it was launched as an official policy of UNESCO in 1994. This development is typical 

of political language, where the ambiguity of key terms is often a greater virtue than their 

accuracy. Ambiguity helps to build support for a particular policy by uniting people who in 

reality may have diverse opinions on the issue itself. After 1994, for instance, the 

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) simply changed its 

terminology from integration to ‘inclusive education’ without making any distinction 

between these words (OECD 1999). Also, even if the principle of inclusion was included in 

the Convention on the rights of people with disabilities (United Nations 2006), it was not 

among those concepts which were separately defined.  

 In Great Britain, the terminology of the Salamanca Statement was, in 1997, adapted by 

the New Labour government for its educational policy (Armstrong 2006). However, inclusion 

was defined as a ‘process’ rather than an outcome. In the new policy, the idea of inclusion 

was constructed within the traditional framework of special education, which meant that it 

lost its focus on environmental change (Armstrong 2006, 134). The definition of inclusion as 

a process rather than an outcome was echoed in the Index of Inclusion (Booth and Ainscow 

2000), a publication that was supported by the state department for education (Vaughan 

2002). The change from an outcome to a process deprived the concept its original 

ground-breaking emphasis, and opened it to cryptic interpretations. This was probably one 

reason for the disappointment later expressed regarding the achievements of New Labour’s 
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educational policy in Great Britain (Hodkinson 2012; Roulstone and Prideaux 2008). The 

process interpretation was also adopted by UNESCO itself in its later documents (UNESCO 

2008; 2009) leading to a further watering down of the idea. The interpretation was taken to its 

limits in Greece, where special education classes were renamed by law 2817/2000 as 

‘inclusive classes’ (Armstrong, Armstrong and Spandagou 2010, 6). Thus, the pressure for 

change was sometimes met by a symbolic transformation.  

 Another development leading to a watering down of the concept was a change in its 

focus away from disabilities and towards ‘education for all’. While a widening of the target 

group for inclusion was not a problem in itself, it actually allowed the original target group to 

be forgotten from some subsequent UNESCO programs (Kiuppis 2014). A similar 

development has been reported in relation to the concept of supported employment, which, 

while initially born in the context of severe disabilities, soon began to lose this group as its 

focus, at least in Europe (Saloviita 2000). 

Inclusive Education in Finland 

 The educational system of Finland includes one of the largest sectors of segregated 

special education in the world (EADSNE 2012; National Center for Education Statistics 

2016). The Salamanca Statement did not at first awaken any attention in Finland. It took 

about six years before the National Board of Education (NBE) began to use the term 

‘inclusion’ (Laukkanen and Kyrö 2000). The definition given to it was very broad, 

embodying a general concept of a good education. With this enlarged definition, the concept 

was not specifically associated with special education or disabilities, as confirmed by the 

representatives of the NBE: ‘We see special needs education as an important, but not 

dominant, part of the nation’s policies for inclusion’ (Halinen and Järvinen 2008). Even after 
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the NBE began to use the term, the atmosphere in Finnish universities remained unreceptive 

to it (Puro, Sume and Vehkakoski 2011). Only slowly, more than 10 years after Salamanca, 

did the word ‘inclusion’ start to appear in the language of teacher educators, as can be seen 

from the yearly abstracts from the Annual Conference of the Finnish Educational Research 

Association (FERA 2016). Even today, the Salamanca Statement has not yet found 

acceptance at a political level, and any referral to the primacy of mainstream placement is 

missing from school legislation (Basic Education Act 1998). In 2016, Finland ratified the 

Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities (United Nations 2006), which includes 

the principle of inclusive education, but this event was not understood to demand structural 

changes in education. Symbolic transformation, as discussed above, also manifests in 

overstatements concerning the number of included students, to the extent that educational 

placement is rated as ‘full inclusion’, when only the occasional participation of a student in a 

mainstream environment has been documented (EADSNE 2012; Halinen and Järvinen 2008; 

Saloviita and Schaffus 2016). The changes in the basic education act in 2010 or the new 

curriculum 2014 did not bring any new tools to combat segregating practices. This can be 

seen from the statistics on the development of special class placements (Statistics Finland 

2017). 

 The number of students transferred to segregated special education increased in 

Finland until the year 2010, when a change in state funding, motivated by financial reasons, 

halted this growth (Saloviita and Schaffus 2016; Statistics Finland 2017). Since then, at least 

4% of students in comprehensive schools have been served in self-contained special 

education classrooms for most of the time (Statistics Finland 2017). However, there is a trend 

away from school environments that are heavily segregated (Statistics Finland 2017).  
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Aim of the Study 

 Among the prerequisites of inclusive education, the greatest focus has been 

concentrated on the measurement of teacher attitudes, while less research has been conducted 

into the effectiveness of the various inclusive teaching strategies (Kraayenoord 2007). There 

is also a lack of studies investigating the prevalence of inclusive teaching strategies in schools. 

One such study was performed in Finland and showed that co-teaching was used by 40% of 

teachers on a weekly basis (Saloviita and Takala 2010). No such studies on the prevalence of 

group work are available. Some sources have credited high amount of student group work to 

Finnish schools (Darling-Hammond, 2009).  

 The aim of the present study was to survey the prevalence of inclusive teaching 

strategies among Finnish comprehensive school teachers. In the present study, inclusion was 

defined in the original spirit of the Salamanca Statement (UNESCO 1994) with an emphasis 

on outcomes rather than process, and with a focus on all students, including those with 

disabilities. Based on this delineation, the strategies selected for study were co-teaching, 

group work and differentiation, all of which have been recommended for use in classrooms 

where the challenge is to include one or more students with disabilities, but which are 

considered equally beneficial for all students. Besides a focus on data concerning these 

strategies, attention is also given to several background variables that could explain the 

frequency of their use. These variables include both teacher related variables, such as 

demographic data, and environmental variables, such as classroom characteristics or the size 

of the municipality.  

Methods 

Participants 
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 The participants (N = 2,136) in this study were teachers from Finnish comprehensive 

schools. The sample consisted of classroom teachers (n = 1,018) working in grade levels 1–6, 

subject teachers (n = 718) working mainly in grades 7–9, and special education teachers (n = 

400) working in grades 1–9. The age of their students varied between 7–16 years. Of the 

participants, 19.5% were men and 80.5% women. Their mean age was 47 years, and they had 

18 years of teaching experience on average. Compared with the teacher statistics from the 

year 2013 collected by the National Board of Education (Kumpulainen 2014), the number of 

women in the sample (80.5%) was higher than in this data source (73.6%), indicating that 

female teachers answered more frequently. The mean class size of the classroom teachers was 

19.6, while the national mean for grades 1–6 was 20.7 (Ministry of Education and Culture 

2013). Among subject teachers, the mean class size was 18.2, while the national mean for 

grades 7–9 was 16.5 (Ministry of Education and Culture 2013). Thus, in the sample, the class 

sizes were not far from the national means.  

Setting 

 The Finnish comprehensive school contains grades 1–9, the first six grades being 

instructed by classroom teachers and the last three grades by subject teachers. The large 

special education sector contains two types of special education, the first based on separate 

classrooms led by a special education teacher, and including about 4.5% of all students, and 

the second, based on a resource room approach, where about 23% of students visit the special 

education teacher, usually for short periods of time and without any formal nomination 

(Statistics Finland 2017). If preferred so, these teachers also provided an excellent resource 

for co-teaching. All comprehensive school teachers have a master’s level academic education 

with the exception of special education teachers with some disability groups. Those students 
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who are identified as having learning difficulties are usually initially transferred to a formal 

status where they have ‘intensified support’, and after this, if so decided, to a second formal 

status as a student with ‘special support’ (National Board of Education 2011). These 

categories are intended to help schools to allocate extra resources for the instruction of 

students thus labelled. However, there are no strict rules to be followed. 

Data Collection  

 The data were collected in 2016 by 52 volunteering university students who were 

participating in a course on quantitative methodology during their second year of teacher 

training. The participating students formed 29 groups of between one and three students. 

Each group was given a sample of Finnish municipalities for data collection. The students 

participated in the data collection on a voluntary basis and used their own data for personal 

study purposes. 

A total of 223 municipalities were selected, in alphabetical order, from the list of 317 Finnish 

municipalities, excluding the Swedish-speaking communities. The students collected the 

teachers’ e-mail addresses from the schools’ websites. In most cases they were easily 

available. It was explained in the cover letter that the survey was voluntary and anonymous. 

Most groups sent one reminder to the recipients. Approximately 12 245 e-mails containing a 

hyperlink to the survey were sent out, and 2416 replies (19.7%) were returned. A total of 134 

cases were excluded because they were not teachers. Additionally, 146 cases did not answer 

to questions on teaching methods which reduced the final sample to 2136 cases.  

Measures  

 The survey form contained questions on different issues, some of which will be 

reported separately. Only those variables used for the present study are described here. First, 
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they contained some background questions on demographic variables and environmental 

features. For the purposes of analysis, the participants’ age was converted into four age 

decades: 39 or less, 40–49, 50–59, and 60 or more. The size of the municipality was coded 

into four groups: less than 10,000, between 10,000 and 50,000, between 50,000 and 100,000 

and larger than 100,000. Other variables are described in the results section. 

Three Inclusive Teaching Strategies 

 The use of co-teaching, group work and differentiated education was asked about using 

the following single items with response alternatives of ‘yes’ or ‘no’: ‘I teach every week at 

least one hour together with another teacher’, ‘I use group work on a weekly basis in my 

classroom’, and ‘I differentiate the instruction on a regular basis’.  

Opinions of Teachers towards Inclusive Schooling 

  Teachers’ attitudes towards inclusive education were measured using a 5-point 

Likert-scale for the items on a 7-item scale named ‘Opinions of Teachers towards Inclusive 

Schooling’ (OTIS). For its construction, three items were selected that loaded highest in the 

principal component analysis of the Teacher Attitudes towards Inclusive Education Scale 

(TAIS) (Saloviita 2015; Saloviita and Tolvanen 2016a). These three items explained 86% of 

the variance of the whole one-dimensional 10-item TAIS scale. Four new items were then 

added to form a seven-item scale (Saloviita and Tolvanen 2016b). Before calculating the total 

score, the scoring was reversed in four items. The reliability of the final scale was α = .90, 

indicating an excellent level. Principal component analysis performed for this scale 

confirmed its one-dimensionality with a strong first component explaining 63.2% of the total 

variance. 

Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy 



HOW COMMON ARE INCLUSIVE PRACTICES
  14 
 
 Teachers’ self-efficacy has been understood as the confidence that teachers have about 

their capability to influence student learning (Klassen, Tze, Betts and Gordon 2011). The 

sense of teacher efficacy was measured with one item, ‘I can teach different types of students 

including students with special educational needs’. The scoring was done by using a 5-point 

Likert scale ranging from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’ with a neutral mid-point. 

Analysis 

 The results were analysed using the SPSS version 22. Statistical analyses using 

cross-tabulation, statistical tests, trend analysis, and Cohen’s d were performed.  

[Tables 1 and 2 near here] 

Results 

 The prevalence of the three teaching methods across teacher categories is given in 

Table 1. Table 3 summarizes the associations between their use with some of the background 

variables studied.  

 Table 2 presents the total number of methods used against teacher category. The 

difference in the means was statistically significant, F(2,2133) = 189.24, p <.000, with 

subject teachers differing from the two other categories with lower use of the methods. 

Among them, only 4.5% reported using all three teaching methods frequently, while 24–27% 

of special education and classroom teachers used all three.  

 Among classroom teachers, the overall use of these methods was associated with a 

more positive attitude towards inclusive education, F(3,992) = 4.400, p =.004, and a higher 

sense of efficacy, F(3,983) = 12.076, p<.000. The same was true of subject teachers with 

regards to a sense of efficacy F(3,685) = 12.950, p <.000, but not with regards to attitude 

towards inclusion. Among the special education teachers, no such associations with these two 
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variables were observed.  

 The gender of the teacher was associated with the use of the three methods, with 

female teachers having a higher mean than male teachers, t(2134) = 4.193, p<.000, d = .23. 

The ages of the teachers were compared by using age decades. A statistically significant 

difference between the four age groups was observed, with the younger generations using 

these methods more frequently than the older generations, F(3,2132) = 4.473, p =.004. The 

existence of a linear trend across age groups was confirmed by a polynomial contrast via a 

one-way ANOVA (contrast estimate = .-.159, standard error = .051, p =.002). 

 The size of the municipality was associated with the total use of these methods, 

F(3,2163) = 7.561, p =.000. Post hoc tests (Bonferroni) indicated than cities bigger than 

100,000 inhabitants differed from municipalities with less than 50,000 inhabitants by using 

the inclusion methods more frequently. The existence of a linear trend across the size of 

municipality was confirmed by a polynomial contrast via one-way ANOVA (contrast 

estimate = .224, standard error = .042, p <.000).  

 Use of Co-teaching. There were no gender differences in the use of co-teaching in any 

of the three teacher categories. The age of the teacher was associated with the use of 

co-teaching only among subject teachers among whom teachers under 40 used co-teaching 

more frequently (26%) than teachers in their forties, fifties or sixties (15 to 18%), χ2(3) = 7.87, 

p = .049. The university from which the teachers had graduated had no association with their 

use of co-teaching. 

 Among the subject teachers, the use of co-teaching was most frequent among teachers 

of mathematics or science (26.5%), and language teachers (19.8%), while teachers of music, 

art, sport or handicrafts used it less (12.7%) and teachers of history, religion, philosophy or 
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psychology the least frequently (10.1%), χ2(4) = 14.67, p = .005.  

 The size of the municipality of the school was associated with the use of co-teaching 

among classroom teachers χ2(3) = 16.56, p < .001, so that its frequency was 43.6% in 

municipalities below 10,000 inhabitants but rising with an increase in population so that it 

was 63.1% in cities larger than 100,000 inhabitants. The same phenomenon was observed in 

the category of special education teachers, χ2(3) = 8.26, p < .041, among whom this 

percentage rose similarly, from 60.8% to 70.4%. No statistically significant change was 

observed among subject teachers. Class size was associated with the use of co-teaching in 

that classroom teachers using it had, on average, one student more in their classrooms than 

other classroom teachers, t(1016) = -3.58, p<.000, d = -.22. 

 The presence of a student with intensified support needs (ISN) or special educational 

needs (SEN) in the classroom had some association with the use of co-teaching. Classroom 

teachers who had at least one student with ISN in their class used co-teaching more 

frequently (52%) than other classroom teachers (40%), χ2(1) = 7.32, p = .007. The same was 

true among subject teachers (20.9% against 9.2%), χ2(1) = 8.17, p = .004. However, the 

presence of a student with SEN had no statistically significant effect on the frequency of 

co-teaching in either group.  

 The use of weekly group work assignments was associated with more frequent 

co-teaching (56.2% vs. 43.2%) among classroom teachers, χ2(1) = 17.13, p < .000, but not 

among subject teachers (18.9% vs. 19.1%). The use of differentiated instruction had no effect 

on the prevalence of co-teaching in either teacher group.  

 There were some associations between teacher attitudes and the use of co-teaching. 

Attitudes towards inclusive education were more positive among those classroom teachers 
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who used weekly co-teaching than among other classroom teachers, t(994) = -2.53, p =.011, d 

= -.16. The sense of teacher efficacy was somewhat higher among classroom teachers who 

used weekly co-teaching, t(978,646) = -3.65, p < .000, d = -.24. The same was true of subject 

teachers, t(198,315) = -2.39, p = .018, d = -.23. This association was reversed among special 

class teachers. In this group, teachers who used co-teaching frequently reported lower levels 

of efficacy than others, t(305,5) = -2.20, p = .029, d = .24. 

 Use of Group Work. There were no gender differences in the use of group work in any 

of the three teacher categories. The age of the teacher was associated with the use of group 

work only among classroom teachers. It was most frequent in the age group under 40 (61.6%), 

and least common in the age group of 50-59 years (45.6%), χ2(3) = 17.21, p = .001. The 

university from which the teachers had graduated had no association with their use of group 

work. 

 Among the subject teachers, the use of group assignments was most frequent among 

language teachers (39.3%), then among teachers of music, art, sport or handicrafts (37.3%), 

followed by the humanities (31.9%), while it was least frequent among the teachers of 

mathematics and science (17.6%), χ2(4) = 27.21, p < .000.  

 The size of the municipality was not associated with the use of group work separately 

in any teacher category, but in total there was an association, χ2(3) = 12.39, p = .006, 

indicating that group assignments were most frequent in big cities of over 100,000 people 

(51.2%), while in others the frequency varied between 40% and 42%. Class size had no 

association with the use of group work. 

 The presence of a student with ISN or SEN in the classroom had no association with 

the use of group work. The use of differentiated instruction was associated with the use of 
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group work among classroom teachers χ2(1) = 10.32, p = .001 but not among subject 

teachers.  

 There were some associations between teacher attitudes and the use of group work. 

Attitudes towards inclusive education were more positive among those classroom teachers 

who used weekly group work than among other classroom teachers, t(994) = -3.00, p =.003, d 

= -.20. The sense of teacher efficacy was somewhat higher among classroom teachers who 

frequently used group work, t(930,118) = -3.15, p = .002, d = -.24. The same was true of 

subject teachers, t(687) = -2.68, p =.008, d = -.23.  

 Use of Differentiation. Gender was associated with the use of differentiation among 

classroom teachers, with female teachers using it more frequently (88%) than male teachers 

(79%), χ2(1) = 10.62, p = .001. There was no gender difference among subject teachers. The 

age of the teacher was not associated with the use of differentiation in any teacher category. 

The university from which the teachers had graduated had no association with their use of 

differentiation. Among subject teachers, there were no differences across subjects regarding 

the use of differentiation. The size of the municipality was not associated with the use of 

differentiation, although there was a slight tendency for it to be used more frequently in 

bigger municipalities. Class size had no association with the use of differentiation.  

 The presence of a student with ISN or SEN in the classroom had some association with 

the use of differentiation. Among classroom teachers, the use of differentiation rose from 79% 

to 88% when there was a student with ISN in the classroom, χ2(1) = 8.80, p = .003. In the 

case of a student with SEN, this number rose from 82% to 90%, χ2(1) = 13.91, p<= .000. 

Among subject teachers, the use of differentiation was not affected by the presence of 

students with ISN or SEN.  
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 There were some associations between teacher attitudes and the use of differentiation. 

No associations were found with attitudes towards inclusive education, but classroom 

teachers who regularly used differentiation had a greater sense of teacher efficacy than others, 

t(165,556) = -4.08, p< .000, d = -.40. The same was true with subject teachers, t(687) = -5.78, 

p <.000, d = -.46.  

[Table 3 near here] 

Discussion 

 The survey into the use of three basic inclusive strategies among Finnish 

comprehensive school teachers indicated that the large majority of teachers regularly use 

differentiation in their classrooms, but that weekly use of co-teaching and group work was 

less frequent, being practiced by less than half the teachers. The variable most clearly related 

to the use of these strategies was teacher category. Classroom teachers used all these methods 

more frequently than subject teachers. Special education teachers were frequent users of 

differentiation and co-teaching, but did not use group work very often. This may show their 

greater interest in individual-based instruction. Subject teachers differed from other teachers 

in their low level use of all these approaches. About a fifth of all subject teachers did not use 

any of them, and less than 5% used them all.  

 The overall results for the frequency of co-teaching were close to those obtained in a 

previous study on teachers in the capital city of Finland (Saloviita and Takala 2010). 

However, the reported rate of weekly co-teaching among classroom teachers in big cities was 

now two times higher (63%) than in this very recent earlier study (34%). This may reflect the 

increasing popularity of co-teaching among classroom teachers since the year 2010. In the 

interim, co-teaching has been powerfully advocated by the National Board of Education 
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(2014), especially when there is a student with ISN in the classroom. The rate of co-teaching 

was 30% higher among classroom teachers and 127% higher among subject teachers if there 

was a student with ISN in their classroom. With a student with SEN, this percentage was only 

8% higher among classroom teachers and actually lower among subject teachers. It would 

seem that when a student is transferred to intensified support, co-teaching is used, especially 

in grade levels 7–9. However, when the student is transferred to special support, co-teaching 

may be replaced by a partial removal of the student to a special education classroom.  

 The presence of students with ISN was also associated with a higher frequency of 

differentiation among classroom teachers. However, the presence of students with ISN or 

SEN had no association with the use of group work, which it would appear is not considered 

a strategy for meeting student diversity as the other two methods are.  

 The observed differences between classroom teachers and subject teachers in the use of 

the three inclusive teaching strategies may affect their relative success in teaching all children 

in their classrooms. Classroom teachers have succeeded better than subject teachers in having 

smaller expulsion rates (4%) of their students to special education classrooms as compared to 

subject teachers (5–6%) (National Board of Education 2016).  

 When the combined use of the three methods was assessed, it was found that they were 

most popular among female and younger teachers. Among classroom teachers, their use was 

also associated with a more positive attitude towards inclusive education. Their use was also 

associated with a higher sense of teacher efficacy both among the classroom and subject 

teachers.  

 A noteworthy finding was the association between certain methods and the teaching 

subject. Co-teaching was most preferred among mathematics and science teachers, and group 
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work among language teachers and arts and crafts teachers. It was also found that the 

educational program from which the teachers had graduated had no association with any of 

the variables studied. The use of co-teaching was found to be more prevalent in bigger 

municipalities than in smaller. The reason for this remains open.  

 Limitations of this study include the low return rate, which is typical for electronic 

surveys. The use of teaching methods was inquired by the use of only one item, while a more 

comprehensive investigation would warrant the use of multiple questions. The large number 

of participants in this study may have had the effect that very small differences can attain 

statistical significance. Therefore, the effect sizes were reported wherever possible. Even if 

statistical significances at the level of 5% were reported here, they should be taken with a 

grain of salt also because the total number of tests was pretty large. Some interesting 

background variables were also missing from the study. These included closer description of 

the locations of the schools, size of the schools, arrangements of special education and 

experience of teachers surveyed. 

 Were the reported prevalence percentages too small while taking into account the 

importance of these three strategies in inclusive education? It was found that subject teachers 

used them notably less often than classroom or special education teachers. Their use of a less 

versatile collection of teaching strategies may be one reason why subject teachers fail more 

often than classroom teachers in educating all their students, as manifested in their greater 

rate of special classroom consignments. It can be concluded that subject teachers, in 

particular, seem to need more flexible instructional strategies if they are to succeed as 

teachers in heterogeneous classrooms.  
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Table 1 
 
The prevalence of some inclusive educational approaches among teachers 

Teacher category N No 
% 

Yes 
% 

Total 
% 

χ2 df p 

Co-teaching (weekly)        

 Classroom teacher 1018 49.8 50.2 100    

 Subject teacher 718 80.9 19.1 100    

 Special ed. teacher 400 37.8 62.3 100    

 Total 2136 58.0 42.0 100 250.25 2 .000*** 

Group work (weekly)        

 Classroom teacher 1018 46.4 53.6 100    

 Subject teacher 718 68.4 31.6 100    

 Special ed. teacher 400 65.3 34.8 100    

 Total 2136 57.3 42.7 100 96.14 2 .000*** 

Differentiation (regular)        

 Classroom teacher 1018 13.7 86.3 100    

 Subject teacher 718 31.2 68.8 100    

 Special ed. teacher 400 1.8 98.3 100    

 Total 2136 17.3 82.7 100 173.82 2 .000*** 
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Table 2 
 
The prevalence of three inclusive educational strategies among teachers 

  Number of strategies used %    

Teacher category N 0 1 2 3 Total % M SD 

 Classroom teacher 1018 4.9 27.2 40.7 27.2 100 1.90 .86 

 Subject teacher 718 18.4 48.2 29.0 4.5 100 1.19 .79 

 Special ed. teacher 400 0.8 27.3 48.0 24.0 100 1.95 .75 

Total 2136 8.8 34.3 38.1 19.0 100 1.67 .88 

 
 
 
 
 
  



HOW COMMON ARE INCLUSIVE PRACTICES
  31 
 
Table 3 

Variables significantly associated with the use of three inclusive approaches (p values) 

Variables Teacher category 

 Class Subject Special 

 N=1018 N=718 N=400 

Teacher’s use of weekly co-teaching     

 Age - .049 - 
 Gender - - - 
 School subject  .005  
 Class size .000 -  
 Size of the municipality .001 - .041 
 Presence of a student with intensified support needs (ISN) .007 .004  
 Presence of a student with special education needs (SEN) - -  
 Use of group work .000 - - 
 Use of differentiation - -  
 Attitudes towards inclusion (OTIS) .011 - - 
 Teacher’s sense of efficacy  .000 .018 .029 

Teacher’s use of weekly group work    

 Age .001 - - 
 Gender - - - 
 School subject  .000  
 Size of the municipality - - - 
 Presence of a student with intensified support needs (ISN) - -  
 Presence of a student with special education needs (SEN) - -  
 Use of co-teaching .000 - - 
 Use of differentiation .001 -  
 Attitudes towards inclusion (OTIS) .003 - - 
 Teacher’s sense of efficacy  .002 .008 - 

Teacher’s use of regular differentiation     

 Age - -  
 Gender .001 -  
 School subject  -  
 Size of the municipality - -  
 Presence of a student with intensified support needs (ISN) .003 -  
 Presence of a student with special education needs (SEN) .000 -  
 Use of group work .001 -  
 Use of co-teaching - -  
 Attitudes towards inclusion  - -  
 Teacher’s sense of efficacy  .000 .000  

Note. Sign ‘–‘ means that no statistically significant association was found 


