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As school systems strive to support students with
special education needs in inclusive schools, there
has been a persistent lack of scholarly literature
that addresses the ways in which school principals
are engaged in this process. This article is a
response to this gap and aims to examine the
question: What types of experiences do school
principals identify as formational in their support
of students with special education needs and fos-
tering inclusive schools? Based on the analysis of
data collected from 285 school principals from six
provinces in Canada, four key themes are identi-
fied including: relationships, modelling behaviours,
communication and principal isolation and lack of
preparation. These themes are examined with con-
sideration for how to support principals’ profes-
sional leadership in fostering inclusive schools. As
a result, this article’s significance is in its examina-
tion of the experiences of principals and how these
influence their leadership practice for supporting
students with special education needs and foster-
ing inclusive schools.

Introduction
The issue of how to promote inclusive education systems
for students with special education needs (SEN) tran-
scends global boundaries. Research aimed at unpacking
the concept of inclusive education for students with SEN
is abundant. However, much less attention has been given
in the scholarly literature to the experiences of school
principals in supporting students with SEN. Capturing the
nuances of inclusive school leadership is an iterative pro-
cess deeply manifested in cycles of experience and reflec-
tion. Self-reflection can guide school leaders along a
transformative continuum of better understanding

themselves (Yamamoto et al., 2014), which in turn may
lead to professional growth. This process functions as an
opportunity for educational leaders to reflect and identify
experiences which inform and sculpt their perception of
effective practices. This study uses this conceptual frame-
work to examine the experiences of school principals in
supporting inclusion for students with SEN.

There are many constructs informing educational leader-
ship and scholars tend to agree that there are many nuan-
ces and complexities in how school leaders influence
student experiences in schools (Leithwood et al., 2006).
There is also a substantial measure of literature surround-
ing the importance of inclusion within the classroom and
the profitability of inclusion for all groups of students
(DeLuca, 2013). Yet, research remains largely unexplored
on the nexus of how educational leaders support students
with SEN in an inclusive school environment. This study
provides the opportunity to address this gap to better
understand the experiences of school principals in sup-
porting students with SEN in inclusive schools. Through
an analysis of questionnaire and interview data collected
from 285 Canadian school principals, four key themes
were identified: relationships, modelling behaviours, com-
munication and principal isolation and lack of prepara-
tion. This study’s significance is in its examination of the
reflective processes principals engage in and how these
influence their leadership practice for supporting students
with SEN and fostering inclusive schools.

Two broad areas of literature are particularly relevant to
this study: inclusive education specifically with regard to
the Canadian context, and school leadership. There is a
clear gap between these two areas of literature; that is,
there is a significant body of literature that speaks to
inclusive education and another substantial body of litera-
ture on school leadership. What is largely missing in the
research literature is how these two areas intersect in an
examination of how school principals support students
with special education needs in inclusive schools. This is
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important because the work of school principals in
regards to special education can be particularly challeng-
ing and complex.

Inclusive education in the Canadian context
For the purposes of this article, inclusion is examined
through the lens of school-based special education identifi-
cations with the goal of including students with diverse
needs in the inclusive classroom environment (Specht et al.,
2016). This perspective ‘seeks to address the interactional
gap and cultivate a culture of social acceptance amongst all
students and teachers in the learning environment’ (DeLuca,
2013, p. 310). The Council of Ministers of Education in
Canada define inclusive education as ‘quality education that
aims at the full participation of all learners’ (CMEC, 2008,
p. 2). This definition aligns with the belief that all students
belong and all students can make valued contributions to
classrooms and schools (McCrimmon, 2015).

School-based inclusion in Canada includes an increas-
ingly diverse, complex student population, perhaps espe-
cially those with special education needs (McCrimmon,
2015). The prevalence of disability in Canada is currently
1 in 5 or 22% for those aged 15 years of age and older
(Morris et al., 2018). From a family systems perspective,
disability impacts around 25% of Canadians (McColl
et al., 2017). Inclusive education has resulted in escalat-
ing demands on teaching a range of learners, while
attending to the rights of all students and focused on
good teaching techniques from classroom teachers appli-
cable to all learners (Tristani and Bassett-Gunter, 2020).

As part of federal efforts to develop legislation aimed at
supporting those with disabilities, in June 2018, the
Government of Canada tabled the proposed Accessible
Canada Act which focused on accessibility in federal juris-
dictions. The legislation removed barriers to accessibility
such as the built environment, employment and transporta-
tion. The Act is built on principles such as inclusive design
and inherent dignity, and on the foundation of Canadian
Human Rights Act (Government of Canada, 2018).
Although there has been federal legislation to support
inclusion, education is a provincial matter in Canada. Thus,
there is a wide spectrum of policies that relate to inclusive
education. For example, the Accessible Education for Stu-
dents with Disabilities (2018) was a policy developed by
the Ontario Human Rights Commission (OHRC) because
‘despite a highly regulated and complex education frame-
work designed to address the “special needs” of students,
students with disabilities continue to face obstacles in their
attempts to access educational services in Ontario’ (OHRC,
2018, p. 4). Legislation is an important foundation but fur-
ther change is necessary to address the challenges of sup-
porting inclusive schools in Canada.

School leadership, inclusion and learning
There is limited research on the role of principals in sup-
porting students with SEN in schools. In a meta-analysis

of 19 North American articles ranging from 2001 to 2011
related to special education and school leadership with
elementary and secondary school principals, Cobb (2015)
noted that the role of the school principal is crucial in
both interpreting and implementing policy related to
inclusion. Studies by Cobb (2015) and Sider (2017) con-
tend that school principals’ behaviours affect the beha-
viours of other school staff, the school culture, as well as
the delivery of service in the school. In an earlier study
exploring the experiences of school principals in creating
inclusive schools, Irvine et al., (2010) argue that inclusive
education is all about ‘equal access to educational oppor-
tunities for all students regardless of physical, intellectual,
emotional or learning disability’. (p. 73). Further, for it to
be successful, it requires efforts in multiple, overlapping
areas such as policy, teacher preparation, professional
development, school supports and the commitment of
teachers and principals.

Inclusive school leaders need to acquire clear understand-
ing of the lived experiences of all of their students espe-
cially those who have traditionally been underserved
because of their special education needs or their intersec-
tional identities by the system in place in most schools
(Cio�e-Pe~na, 2017). For example, Ryan (2006) refers to
some key distinct practices to argue that inclusive school
leadership involves ‘advocating for inclusion, educating
participants, developing critical consciousness, nurturing
dialogue, emphasising student learning and classroom
practice, adopting inclusive decision- and policy-making
strategies, and incorporating whole school approaches’ (p.
9). This study provides an opportunity to examine how
school principals come to understand these experiences in
supporting inclusive education.

This study focuses on those experiences that school prin-
cipals’ report as having a significant bearing on their per-
ception and support of students with special education
needs. These type of significant experiences, sometimes
known as critical incidents (Hanhim€aki & Tirri, 2009;
Yamamoto et al., 2014) or disorienting dilemmas
(Mezirow and Taylor, 2009), are formational experiences
in the leadership development of principals. These experi-
ences may be positive or negative and may be seemingly
as a result of mundane events. What is key to these expe-
riences is that they are identified by the participant as
having a profound influence through causing some sort of
disequilibrium and opportunity for reflection and learning
(Yamamoto et al., 2014).

Method
The following research question directed this study: What
types of experiences do school principals identify as for-
mational in their support of students with special educa-
tion needs and fostering inclusive schools? This national
Canadian study involved 285 participants, including 275
male and female school principals representing elemen-
tary and secondary publicly funded schools, in urban and
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rural communities of British Columbia, Alberta, Ontario,
Quebec, New Brunswick, and Newfoundland and Labra-
dor. Ten other participants included school system leaders
responsible for special education services and supports.

Data collection
In the first phase of data collection, 275 school principals
and vice-principals, as well as ten school system leaders,
completed a questionnaire to determine the background
training and experiences that they have had with students
with SEN. The questionnaire also included open-ended
questions to identify key experiences that have informed
their perspectives on leadership for inclusion. In the sec-
ond phase of data collection, follow-up semi-structured
interviews with a subset of 41 principals took place. To
ensure maximum variation sampling, participants were
identified by the research team after reviewing question-
naire responses, ensuring that male and female, English-
and French-speaking, elementary and secondary settings,
and each of the provinces selected for this study was all
represented. In the third phase of the study, five system
leaders responsible for system-wide special education ser-
vices were interviewed. Table 1 provides an overview of
interview participants.

All interviews were undertaken by a member of the
research team in either face-to-face settings or by tele-
phone. These interviews were semi-structured and were
approximately 30-45 minutes in length. All interviews
were recorded and transcribed, and transcriptions were
returned to participants to ensure that transcripts accu-
rately represented their responses.

Data analysis
Interview transcripts were analysed using a key word
approach that identified frequently used words and
phrases. This analysis was implemented in two steps,
each complementary of the other. First, the research team
identified key words from the academic literature on
inclusive school leadership (e.g., collaboration, support)
and examined the transcripts to identify whether these
words appeared and the frequency as well as the context

of the words. Second, an emergent approach was utilised,
wherein identified words that commonly appeared in the
transcripts but had not identified through the academic lit-
erature were identified. This dual design, hybrid process
(Fereday and Muir-Cochrane, 2006), using aspects of
both inductive and deductive data analysis, led to the
identification of key words which were then clustered to
identify overarching themes reflective of the implementa-
tion process and identification of barriers and opportuni-
ties for successful implementation. Through this content
analysis, surface, manifest content and latent, underlining
meanings were both examined (Wallen and Fraenkel,
2001). In the reporting of the below themes that emerged,
all potentially identifying information was changed.

Results
In this section, four emergent key themes are presented:
relationships (with four distinct groups: students, staff,
parents and community), modelling behaviour, communi-
cation and teamwork, and issues related to principal isola-
tion, resource allocation and lack of preparation.

Relationships
Principals invest significant time on the school site with
students, staff, parents/guardians and community agencies
to support a wide variety of student needs. One partici-
pant captured the importance of relationships by stating,
‘Relationships are the foundation of everything I do as a
school administrator’. In this section, four sub-themes
related to the importance of relationships – those with
students, staff, parents/guardians and the broader commu-
nity – are examined.

Students. Participants recognised that in order to support
students with special education needs there must be a
relationship with those students built on trust. One
principal stated, ‘It goes back to building that
relationship. If a kid trusts you, a kid will tell you,
eventually, why they are doing what they are doing’.
This response provides insight into how principals
perceive that they can most effectively support a student:
trust and relationships are important factors in facilitating
a student’s ability to communicate what they need.

Another participant discussed the importance of ‘even
showing any kind of kindness . . . and that we can’t give
up on anybody’. Students with SEN may experience bul-
lying and loneliness in their school experience, thus mak-
ing kindness even more important in their emotional and
mental growth. When a student trusts a principal, and
when principals are kind to students with SEN, there is
an enhanced likelihood of engaging in a healthy relation-
ship with them, thus leading to increased opportunities to
access and receive necessary supports.

Relationship building is a long-term process that requires
regular interaction. One principal stated, ‘You’ve got to
know your students. You’ve got to know them in their

Table 1: Demographics of interview participants
(n = 46)

Interview Participants
Number of Interview

Participants

Principals & Vice-Principals 41

School System Leaders 5

Elementary Schools/Secondary

Schools

31/10

English/French 38/8

Number of School Systems

Represented

27

Provinces Represented 6
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good states and their not-good states’. Principals noted
that negative experiences most often occurred when rela-
tionships had not been fostered with students with SEN.
Conversely, when principals are engaged with students
with SEN in their classrooms, and not just when they are
sent to the office, it can nurture healthy relationships. A
participant highlighted that this makes students feel like
those in leadership are invested in them and that this
takes time and persistence: ‘You have to take the time to
know them. You have to know what are their strengths,
what is their need’.

One participant reflected on the change process he had
experienced which included a recognition that, early in
the principal role, he had focused on management
aspects, such as time-tabling and committee work, of the
school organisation. The participant indicated that he felt
that this had been to the detriment of fostering relation-
ships, particularly with students who appeared to be mar-
ginalised in the school community. This had become a
higher priority for him as he had gained experience in the
principal role. Participants clearly identified the funda-
mental importance of building relationships with students
with SEN before any educational intervention would be
successful.

Staff. Participants also identified that principals have to
foster positive relationships with their teaching and non-
teaching staff within the school. One participant stated,
‘It’s about building relationships and trust with people in
your building. It’s about working together and being part
of a team and including myself as part of that team’.
Participants recognised that frontline workers, including
teachers and support staff such as resource teachers and
paraprofessionals, can carry tremendous responsibilities
for the learning experiences of students with SEN.
Numerous participants made it clear that they saw support
staff as equal partners in the teaching responsibility for
students with SEN. As a result, ‘It’s important to develop
a good relationship with the resource group because these
are your experts’. Principals indicated that their
relationships with teachers and support staff were nurtured
by, in many cases, daily or at least weekly meetings.

Participants also recognised that the school staff can feel
isolated and vulnerable when working with students with
SEN. There can be high levels of anxiety that go with
working with students with significant behavioural and
learning needs. Participants discussed the importance of
supporting their teaching staff when they were feeling
tired or anxious. When reflecting on a critical incident
that had recently occurred, one principal stated, ‘When a
staff [member] says they aren’t coping with this, we need
to be really clear that we are in it together and we find
ways to try and support them’. Another stated: ‘I say to
staff right at the beginning: if you feel like running away,
that’s when you need to run into my office. When you
find that you are withdrawing and you’re feeling

overwhelmed, that’s when you need to run in, not out’.
This principal had experienced a number of incidents
over her career where teachers had experienced mental
health challenges due to the complex and competing
needs of students. Reflecting on these compelling and
framing incidents had reinforced the importance of pro-
viding support to her staff as her top priority. A third par-
ticipant said, ‘Sometimes it takes a lot of mentoring and
support from me when they [teachers] are just exhausted’.
These statements provide powerful illustrations of the
value that principals have on ensuring that their teaching
staff feels supported.

Participants indicated that they experienced many chal-
lenges in ensuring that students with SEN, and those who
work with them, are supported with the resources they
need. However, a clear theme from the data was that
principals believed that their staff could effectively sup-
port students with SEN. As one participant indicated,
‘You want your best staff teaching those students who
are most in need. And if you have the right staff, and the
right supports in place, that programme is going to flour-
ish’. Principals indicated that they were able to help foster
further commitment to inclusive education if their staff
felt like they had been supported before, during, and fol-
lowing challenging experiences.

Parents and Guardians. Participants discussed the
importance of engaging parents (this term will be used but
refers to parents and guardians) of students with SEN in
positive ways to best address the needs of the child. They
stressed the importance of starting things off positively with
parents when the child with a SEN first comes to the school.
For example, one participant stated that, ‘When a parent
comes in and registers a child, they seem surprised that we
are not starting in conflict; they’re surprised that they
haven’t had to advocate and lobby. They’re weary from
fighting for things’. By welcoming parents and genuinely
articulating a desire to work together to support the child,
principals can form an initial positive relationship with the
family unit. They can further enhance this relationship by
trying to consider the perspective of the parent in issues
related to the child. Participants emphasised that this
perspective-building is helpful for themselves and also
needs to be part of what they help teachers to develop, too.

Participants pragmatically recognised that it is not always
possible to have amicable relationships with parents. In
describing interactions with parents, such as those which
occur in difficult or acrimonious situations, participants
stressed the importance of finding common ground with
parents. Consistent, ongoing communication is key in
these situations as is having a team-based approach. One
principal illustrated this by sharing a critical incident she
had experienced:

I was meeting with his mother who really didn’t want
to meet with us. But when the behaviour support team
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was in the school and changing up the programming,
she became aware that we really were trying. The
mother came to see us a few weeks into school, and
she was in tears of happiness that she had her son
back.

When principals work diligently with parents, the effect
can be powerful. One principal shared a difficult conver-
sation he had recently experienced where, ‘at the end of
the conversation, the Dad came around the table and gave
me a hug and said “I have never had someone want to
include my kid in the school before”’. The principal
reflected on this incident not as an occurrence in isolation
but as part of a long process of dialogue and engagement
with the parent. This process of relationship building
often takes a long-term commitment involving nuanced
skills. Principals who work persistently to foster relation-
ships with students, staff and parents build intentional
and purposeful communities while nurturing the kinds of
environments where all community members feel an
authentic sense of purpose, a hallmark of inclusive
schools.

Community. Participants noted that the school community
is a broadly defined space that involves internal and
external groups. One principal summed it up, ‘You have
to have your community have an understanding of where
you’re going’. Participants noted that sometimes the
school community cannot provide all of the supports that
a student with SEN needs so they require an awareness
of other community services that may be available. As
one participant indicated, ‘I think every child should to
go to their community school and I also think that every
community school should have sufficient support to allow
that’. External community members may include mental
health agencies, child protection agencies and family
counselling services. Principals were also clear that
within the school community, support staff such as
resource teachers and other professionals including
speech-language pathologists, occupational therapists and
educational assistants were key to successful inclusion.

Modelling behaviour
Principals set the example in attitude, language and
actions for students, teachers, support staff and par-
ents/guardians. As one participant stated, ‘We can’t
expect from our staff what we are not willing to do our-
selves’. Participants discussed a range of ways in which
they model the type of inclusive education supports they
wanted to see reflected in their schools. One of the topics
most frequently discussed was the importance of regular
visits to classrooms, hallways and playgrounds. As one
vice-principal, stated, ‘Both my principal and I have it as
an absolute priority that we are in the classrooms every
day’. As part of these classroom visits, participants articu-
lated a variety of ways in which they supported students
with SEN, including checking in with them to see how
they were doing and supporting them in learning

activities. Principals indicated that this type of regular
contact with students with SEN, although seemingly
innocuous, fostered the type of behaviour they wanted to
see adapted by teachers and, eventually, by students.

Principals who had a background in special education
expressed strong support for the importance of modelling
inclusive behaviours and supports for students and their
teachers. One principal stated, ‘My whole background is
in special education and I make a point to talk with the
teachers who are less familiar [with it], showing them a
few techniques to allow them to meet the kids’ needs’.
Participants discussed that even if a principal did not have
significant experience or training in special education, the
most important behaviour to model was simply spending
time with students with SEN. One principal indicated that
‘I’ll often have lunch with them. Periodically throughout
the day I will be checking in on some of our highest
needs students to make sure their day is going alright’.
Again, this illustrates what some principals considered
critical aspects of inclusive school leadership: regular,
everyday interactions in which the principal supported the
students with SENs. A powerful statement a principal
made expressed the importance of spending time with
those who are often marginalised. She stated, ‘I really
[work] near the most vulnerable staff and the most vul-
nerable children. That is where I am, physically, and
that’s where I need to be’. As this principal reflected on
why she was committed to this, she expressed a long-
term professional and personal journey that included an
increasing recognition of the challenges that students with
SEN faced both in the school and in the community. She
indicated that she recognised that teachers watched her
interactions with students with SEN and that her mod-
elling had set the direction for others in the school. Mod-
elling this type of support was seen as a key attribute of
principals who effectively support inclusive schools.

Communication and teamwork
Principals invest a lot of time in communicating about a
wide variety of issues related to supporting inclusive
schools. Communication occurs in formal and informal
meetings and consultations with parents, students, staff
and community members. Participants indicated that a
key part of communication is expressing the importance
of valuing everyone’s community participation. Numerous
principals stated that they regularly express that ‘everyone
is welcome here’ and do this in meetings with parents,
teachers and students. Others also indicated that they do
not just verbalise such statements but try to live them out
through their actions and through the artefacts that can be
seen in the school: pictures of all varieties of students,
books that reflect diversity, and classroom spaces that do
not marginalise students with SEN to the fringes of class-
room and school communities.

Participants discussed that communication about inclusion
is not always easy and some community members may
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not see the value of an inclusive environment. Principals
identified challenging incidents that had occurred in
which they were questioned about their commitment to
inclusion. These sometimes occurred in staff meetings, in
hallway conversations with teachers, and in meetings with
parents in their offices. A focus on teamwork permeated
many of the examples that principals provided in how
they responded to these experiences. For example, one
principal stated, ‘In this work of building inclusive
schools, we need to bring people together to try to work
as collaboratively as possible and work together for the
student’s success’. Such collaboration needs to include
not just the team within the school but also superinten-
dents and external personnel or agencies such as beha-
vioural support teams and medical practitioners.

Working as a team is important to developing an accurate
profile of a specific student and to providing the neces-
sary supports on an ongoing basis. For example, aca-
demic, social or emotional challenges may be raised at a
weekly school-based team meeting where any interven-
tions that need to be implemented are discussed. As well,
in schools that have a leadership team of a principal and
vice-principal(s), it is important to foster this team
approach. One participant stated that ‘We [principal and
vice-principal] are in constant communication. We talk
about everything’. This principal also discussed the
importance of the administrative team supporting each
other, particularly in difficulty incidents related to special
education. Communication is key to these collaborative
efforts to support the success of every student and staff
member.

Principal isolation, resource allocation and lack of
preparation
Principals frequently reported that although they are sur-
rounded by people involved with students with SEN, they
often work in isolation and without a lot of support. This
seems to be particularly the experience of those principals
who are the sole administrator in a school. There is a
strong indication that the demands of the job, particularly
with diverse and pronounced student needs, takes a heavy
toll on them. Participants indicated that they are facing
increased demand for resources but stagnant or decreased
access to these resources. Participants also identified the
lack of training and preparation they had in supporting
students with SEN in inclusive schools.

When discussing the supports that were available to him,
a new principal stated, ‘As a new principal, in a new set-
ting, it very much feels like I am on an island unto
myself to make these decisions’. Principals recognise that
as the leaders of their schools they are tasked with a sig-
nificant responsibility; this responsibility can take its toll
on principals. One principal encapsulated this feeling in
just a few words, ‘It’s exhausting’. Principals also shared
that time and experience are significant factors in this
regard. With more experience, comes a realisation that

principals are not as isolated or unprepared as they may
feel. One principal stated, ‘I have confidence we are
going to get through it because I have been through it so
many times’ and another stated that, ‘As you’ve done it
longer, you feel more comfortable in uncomfortable situa-
tions’.

Part of the reason that principals may feel isolated is that
they are responsible for resource allocation within their
schools. This can sometimes make them feel like they
have to make choices between who will get resources or
how resources will be distributed. One principal said,
‘We had exhausted all of our resources to support this
child and I was at a bit of a loss in terms of what to do
next’. Another principal expressed it this way, ‘We
inevitability get to the point where we have nothing left
to provide from a budget perspective and I don’t know
what else to do. There’s a million things that there is not
enough of’. The challenge that this under-allocation of
resources leads to is additional stress on principals.

Principals indicated that they have had limited profes-
sional development specific to fostering inclusive school
environments. Many participants commented that the
most effective preparation had been in their role as teach-
ers or special education personnel. However, most indi-
cated that they had not received adequate leadership
preparation for supporting students with SEN in their
principal training programmes or through in-service pro-
fessional development that had taken place since they
became a principal. Most identified some limited legal
training they had experienced in their principal qualifica-
tion programmes but principals were not able to identify
training they had received on fostering inclusive school
environments. This gap in professional development indi-
cates that more needs to be done to support principals’
knowledge and skills in supporting students with SEN in
inclusive schools.

Discussion
Many principals in this study described specific experi-
ences that had shaped their views of inclusion. These
experiences speak to principals’ awareness regarding dis-
tinct turning points in their professional journey. Examin-
ing these experiences provide a compelling and insightful
lens from which to examine the role of principals in sup-
porting students with SEN in inclusive schools.

Principal isolation
An outcome of this study requiring further exploration is
the number of principals who identified isolation as a sig-
nificant challenge in their work to support inclusive edu-
cation. The academic literature that speaks to
collaborative leadership (e.g., Hargreaves and O’Connor,
2018), does not address the positionality of school princi-
pals and how this influences their isolated and isolating
work in schools. As multiple participants noted, it is
important that they not be ‘islands’ and yet the structure
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of schooling often ensures that principals are indeed iso-
lated from other school leaders who share similar experi-
ences and dilemmas. Those involved in school system
leadership, as well as those in organisations which repre-
sent principals, need to heed this emerging issue as it
appears to correspond to increasing rates of mental health
concerns that principal’s report (Horwood et al., 2019).

The evidence is compelling that effective school leader-
ship is necessary to ensure improved student learning
outcomes and equity in schooling (Leithwood et al.,
2008). This raises the question of whether principals
would be more effective if authentic, supportive and
active leadership networks were in place to consistently
engage them in collaborative practices? This question is
particularly important when considering issues such as
inclusive education for which principals need to provide
clear and consistent leadership in their schools.
Although there is significant body of literature that
speaks to the value of professional learning communities
and networks (e.g., Carpenter, 2015) more research
needs to specifically consider how these professional
communities can foster principals’ leadership compe-
tences particularly when confronting challenging issues.
This is particularly important in the area of special edu-
cation due to the complex and challenging issues often
involved. It would be particularly interesting to consider
whether collective leadership efficacy is an outcome of
these communities, as we have seen for collective tea-
cher efficacy in professional learning networks that
focus on teachers (Schwab and Alnahdi, 2020; Voelkel
Jr. and Chrispeels, 2017).

Leadership competencies for inclusive schools
Despite the recurrent theme of isolation that is indicative
of the experiences of some principals in the study, there
was a pervasive sense of commitment to inclusion and
striving to meet the needs of all students on the part of
many principals. An experienced principal commented,
for instance, that, ‘I think in that moment, it really was
clear to me, on a really personal level, that one person
can make a huge difference’. This comment speaks to the
importance of fostering professional competencies for
principals in how they can support students with SEN in
inclusive schools. The competencies identified in this
study include the ability to foster relationships with multi-
ple stakeholders, to model inclusive behaviours, and to
develop effective communication mechanisms to support
inclusive education. These competencies also align with
the effective school leadership literature (e.g., Leithwood
et al., 2008) particularly with setting direction, developing
people and redesigning the programme (Leithwood et al.,
2006). In light of these findings, school systems and
organisations representing principals need to take a proac-
tive role in anticipating the experiences of principals and
the necessary environments to support students with SEN.
These competencies can be fostered through leadership
development programmes that explicitly consider special

education due to its increasingly central role and complex
nature in schools.

Fostering leadership abilities for inclusion appear to be
more easily supported when a principal has previous edu-
cational experience working specifically with students
with SEN. However, leadership competencies can be sup-
ported through professional learning opportunities that are
provided by school systems or professional associations
that do not focus just on the legal and technical aspects
of special education. For example, parental engagement
must be fostered to underscore positive, supportive com-
munication, as opposed to any that might be adversarial.
The importance of collaboration, partnerships and trust
cannot be absent and must be at the centre of school lead-
ership (Ryan, 2006; Wettlaufer and Sider, 2019). In such
a collaborative way, the possibility of building a culture
of inclusion then exists in the broader community.

Professional development for principals needs to shift
from a focus on legal and technical information to a com-
petency model that focuses on knowledge, skills and atti-
tudes. These competencies need to include how to
imagine, envision and then foster such inclusive cultures
within the realities of school systems, buildings, class-
rooms and amongst peers using approaches that encom-
pass both minds and hearts. Inclusion needs to penetrate
all aspects of schooling, not only for students with SEN,
but for all of our complex students who are diverse in
many ways (Garcia and Ortiz, 2013). Further, principals
need to know – and remember – how inclusion and
belonging means much more than an inclusive physical
placement of students in a class but also through the
development and implementation of individualised pro-
gramming and support for all students in all domains of
development of the whole child, from social connections
to academic growth. Principals need to be able to shift
between recursive perspectives and practicalities, from
advocating for inclusive schools to supporting teachers in
their classroom. These intersections need to consider the
impact of human dignity and human rights and systemic
inequality and oppression (Cio�e-Pe~na, 2017; Kozleski and
Choi, 2018; Ryan, 2006). School leadership matters,
including an ongoing commitment to developing, leading
and even championing, inclusive classrooms and schools
(Ryan, 2006). Doing so helps to fulfil the voice and
vision of inclusive policies developed at school levels,
district levels, provincial levels – and even classroom
levels.

It is important to remember that a school leadership jour-
ney is not a journey undertaken in isolation – even if it
may feel that way at times. Critical experiences rarely
occur in a solitary context, but rather these incidents and
these journeys are undertaken with a network of essential
partners and foundational relationships. These processes
build and hold together the structures of inclusion until
inclusion is the default setting – the norm (Irvine et al.,
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2010). Within the school and broader school system com-
munity, fellow champions will no doubt exist, as well as
those who resist embracing inclusion. Principals may not
be able to shift the mentality of everyone in the school
community but they lead by example so that others may
see the value of inclusion (Shields, 2010).

Limitations
This study does have several limitations. First, those who
participated in the study were likely interested in and sup-
portive of inclusive education since the study was posited
as an exploration of principals’ experiences with inclusive
education. Thus, those who chose to participate may have
felt encouraged to participate because the focus of the
study aligned with their own value of inclusive education.
Second, the study explores inclusive education during a
time where inclusion is widely accepted in Canadian edu-
cation jurisdictions. Thus, the experiences that principals
shared took place in a milieu that is generally supportive
of inclusive education. The experiences may have been
very different in an alternative context, place or time.
Third, the study relies on principals’ self-reported per-
spectives and experiences. These perspectives may not
align with the experiences of those who observe and
interact with principals in their work. Relatedly, this study
does not examine whether the participants’ perceptions of
inclusion and support for students with SEN are actu-
alised in special education outcomes. Future studies need
to explore the experiences of principals considering other
data sets including observation of principals in their
school contexts. These studies should examine the poten-
tial disconnect between what principals say they are
doing and their actual practices in schools. Despite, these
limitations, the examination of principals’ experiences,
particularly with critical incidents or challenging situa-
tions, presents promising potential as a framework for
professional learning.

Conclusion
The study supports the use of reflection about experiences
as a tool for professional reflection and learning for princi-
pals. In the work of Yamamoto et al., (2014), they discov-
ered that, ‘how the leader made sense of the incident that
initially caused disequilibrium, determined if the view of
self was altered, solidified or remained fragmented’ (p.
177). This framework of altering, solidifying or fragment-
ing was not the focus of this study but does raise impor-
tant considerations for future research. Dilemmas that
principals shared through this study helped them identify
and articulate a shift in, or support for, their conceptualisa-
tion of inclusion. Thus, we see significant potential for the
examination of critical incidents as a form of transforma-
tive learning where these disorienting dilemmas can lead
to critical reflection (Mezirow and Taylor, 2009). Further
studies could consider critical incidents as a framework
for sharing about, reflecting upon, and developing mean-
ing for the work of school principals in a wide variety of
areas beyond inclusive education. Principals who

participated in this study shared examples from a range of
experiences which have had – and no doubt continue to
have – powerful impact on their daily practices. As a
result, this study points to how these experiences can act
as a framework for professional learning (Dollarhide et al.,
2007). School principals’ experiences can serve as impor-
tant framing moments to help them in fostering inclusive
schools for students with SEN.

Address for correspondence
Steve Sider,
Faculty of Education
Wilfrid Laurier University
Waterloo
Canada.
Email: ssider@wlu.ca

References
Carpenter, D. (2015) ‘School culture and leadership of

professional learning communities.’ International
Journal of Educational Management, 29 (5), pp. 682–
94.

Cio�e-Pe~na, M. (2017) ‘The intersectional gap: How
bilingual students in the United States are excluded
from inclusion.’ International Journal of Inclusive
Education, 21 (9), pp. 906–19.

Cobb, C. (2015) ‘Principals play many parts: A review of
research on school principals as special education
leaders 2001–2011.’ International Journal of Inclusive
Education, 19 (3), pp. 213–34.

Council of Ministers of Education in Canada [CMEC]
(2008) Report Two: Inclusive Education in Canada:
The Way of the Future. http://www.cmec.ca/Publica
tions/Lists/Publications/Attachments/122/ICE2008-re
ports-canada.en.pdf

DeLuca, C. (2013) ‘Toward an interdisciplinary
framework for educational inclusivity.’ Canadian
Journal of Education, 36 (1), pp. 305–48.

Dollarhide, C., Smith, A. & Lemberger, M. (2007)
‘Critical incidents in the development ofsupportive
principals: Facilitating school counselor–principal
relationships.’ Professional School Counseling, 10 (4),
pp. 360–9.

Fereday, J. & Muir-Cochrane, E. (2006) ‘Demonstrating
rigor using thematic analysis: A hybrid approach of
inductive and deductive coding and theme
development.’ International Journal of Qualitative
Methods, 5 (1), pp. 80–92.

Garcia, S. B. & Ortiz, A. A. (2013) ‘Intersectionality as a
framework for transformative research in special
education.’ Multiple Voices for Ethnically Diverse
Exceptional Learners, 13 (2), pp. 32–47.

Government of Canada (2018) ‘Proposed accessible
Canada act – summary of the bill.’ https://www.ca

ª 2021 The Authors. Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of National Association for Special Educational Needs.240

Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs, 21 233–241

 14713802, 2021, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://nasenjournals.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1471-3802.12515 by T

est, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [21/08/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

mailto:
http://www.cmec.ca/Publications/Lists/Publications/Attachments/122/ICE2008-reports-canada.en.pdf
http://www.cmec.ca/Publications/Lists/Publications/Attachments/122/ICE2008-reports-canada.en.pdf
http://www.cmec.ca/Publications/Lists/Publications/Attachments/122/ICE2008-reports-canada.en.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/accessible-people-disabilities/act-summary.html


nada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/
accessible-people-disabilities/act-summary.html
(accessed 12 January 2021).

Hanhim€aki, E. & Tirri, K. (2009) ‘Education for ethically
sensitive teaching in critical incidents at
school.‘Journal of Education for Teaching, 35 (2), pp.
107–121.

Hargreaves, A. & O’Connor, M. (2018) Collaborative
Professionalism: When Teaching Together Means
Learning For All. Thousand Oaks: Corwin.

Horwood, M., Parker, P. D. & Riley, P. (2019) ‘One in
three principals are seriously stressed, here’s what we
need to do about it.’ The Conversation. <https://thec
onversation.com/one-inthreeprincipals-are-seriously-
stressed-heres-what-we-need-to-do-about-it-110774>
(accessed 12 January 2021).

Irvine, A., Lupart, J., Loreman, T. & McGhie-Richmond,
D. (2010) ‘Educational leadership to create authentic
inclusive schools: The experiences of principals in a
Canadian rural school district.’ Exceptionality
Education International, 20 (2), pp. 70–88.

Kozleski, E. B. & Choi, J. H. (2018) ‘Leadership for
equity and inclusivity in schools: The cultural work of
inclusive schools.’ Inclusion, 6 (1), pp. 33–44.

Leithwood, K., Day, C., Sammons, P., Harris, A. &
Hopkins, D. (2006) ‘Successful school leadership:
What it is and how it influences pupil learning.’
<http://www.dfes.gov.uk/research/data/uploadfiles/
RR800.pdf> (accessed 12 January 2021).

Leithwood, K., Harris, A. & Hopkins, D. (2008) ‘Seven
strong claims about successful school leadership.’
School Leadership and Management, 28 (1), pp. 27–
42.

McColl, M. A., Jaiswal, A., Jones, S., Roberts, L. &
Murphy, C. (2017) ‘A Review of Disability Policy
in Canada.’ Canadian Disability Policy Alliance.
<http://www.disabilitypolicyalliance.ca/wp-content/
uploads/2018/01/A-Review-of-Disability-Policy-in-Ca
nada-3rd-edition-Final-1-1.pdf> (accessed 12 January
2021).

McCrimmon, A. W. (2015) ‘Inclusive education in
Canada: Issues in teacher preparation.’ Intervention in
School and Clinic, 50 (4), pp. 234–7.

Mezirow, J. & Taylor, E. W. (Eds) (2009)
Transformative Learning in Practice: Insights from
Community, Workplace, and Higher Education. San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Morris, S., Fawcett, G., Brisebois, L. & Hughes, J.
(2018) ‘A demographic, employment and income
profile of Canadians with disabilities aged 15 years
and over, 2017.’ Canadian Survey on Disability
Reports. <https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/89-

654-x/89-654-x2018002-eng.htm> (accessed 12
January 2021).

OHRC (2018) ‘Accessible education for students with
disabilities.’ Ontario Human Rights Commission.,
<http://www.ohrc.on.ca/sites/default/files/Policy%20on
%20accessible%20education%20for%20students%
20with%20disabilities_FINAL_EN.pdf> (accessed 12
January 2021).

Ryan, J. (2006) ‘Inclusive leadership and social justice
for schools.’ Leadership and Policy in Schools, 5 (1),
pp. 3–17.

Schwab, S. & Alnahdi, G. H. (2020) ‘Do they practise
what they preach? Factors associated with teachers’
use of inclusive teaching practices among in-service
teachers.’ Journal of Research in Special Educational
Needs, 20 (4), pp. 321–30.

Shields, C. M. (2010) ‘Transformative leadership:
Working for equity in diverse contexts.’ Educational
Administration Quarterly, 46 (4), pp. 558–89.

Sider, S., Maich, K. & Morvan, J. (2017) ‘School
principals and students with special education needs:
Leading inclusive schools.’ Canadian Journal of
Education, 40 (2). http://journals.sfu.ca/cje/index.php/
cje-rce/article/view/2417

Specht, J., McGhie-Richmond, D., Loreman, T., Mirenda,
P., Bennett, S., Gallagher, T., Young, G., Metsala, J.,
Aylword, L., Katz, J., Lyons, W., Thompson, S. &
Cloutier, S. (2016) ‘Teaching in inclusive classrooms:
Efficacy and beliefs of Canadian preservice teachers.’
International Journal of Inclusive Education, 20 (1),
pp. 1–15.

Tristani, L. & Bassett-Gunter, R. (2020) ‘Making the
grade: teacher training for inclusive education: A
systematic review.’ Journal of Research in Special
Educational Needs, 20 (3), pp. 246–64.

Voelkel, R. H. Jr & Chrispeels, J. H. (2017)
‘Understanding the link between professional learning
communities and teacher collective efficacy.’ School
Effectiveness and School Improvement, 28 (4), pp.
505–26.

Wallen, N. E. & Fraenkel, J. R. (2001) Educational
Research: A Guide to the Process (2nd edn).
Mahway: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Wettlaufer, J. & Sider, S. (2019) ‘The importance of trust
in school improvement professional learning
communities.’ Journal of Cases in Educational
Leadership, 22 (2), pp. 3–14.

Yamamoto, J. K., Gardiner, M. E. & Tenuto, P. L.
(2014) ‘Emotion in leadership: Secondary school
administrators’ perceptions of critical incidents.’
Educational Management Administration &
Leadership, 42 (2), pp. 165–83.

ª 2021 The Authors. Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of National Association for Special Educational Needs. 241

Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs, 21 233–241

 14713802, 2021, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://nasenjournals.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1471-3802.12515 by T

est, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [21/08/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/accessible-people-disabilities/act-summary.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/accessible-people-disabilities/act-summary.html
https://theconversation.com/one-inthreeprincipals-are-seriously-stressed-heres-what-we-need-to-do-about-it-110774
https://theconversation.com/one-inthreeprincipals-are-seriously-stressed-heres-what-we-need-to-do-about-it-110774
https://theconversation.com/one-inthreeprincipals-are-seriously-stressed-heres-what-we-need-to-do-about-it-110774
http://www.dfes.gov.uk/research/data/uploadfiles/RR800.pdf
http://www.dfes.gov.uk/research/data/uploadfiles/RR800.pdf
http://www.disabilitypolicyalliance.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/A-Review-of-Disability-Policy-in-Canada-3rd-edition-Final-1-1.pdf
http://www.disabilitypolicyalliance.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/A-Review-of-Disability-Policy-in-Canada-3rd-edition-Final-1-1.pdf
http://www.disabilitypolicyalliance.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/A-Review-of-Disability-Policy-in-Canada-3rd-edition-Final-1-1.pdf
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/89-654-x/89-654-x2018002-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/89-654-x/89-654-x2018002-eng.htm
http://www.ohrc.on.ca/sites/default/files/Policy%2520on%2520accessible%2520education%2520for%2520students%2520with%2520disabilities_FINAL_EN.pdf
http://www.ohrc.on.ca/sites/default/files/Policy%2520on%2520accessible%2520education%2520for%2520students%2520with%2520disabilities_FINAL_EN.pdf
http://www.ohrc.on.ca/sites/default/files/Policy%2520on%2520accessible%2520education%2520for%2520students%2520with%2520disabilities_FINAL_EN.pdf
http://journals.sfu.ca/cje/index.php/cje-rce/article/view/2417
http://journals.sfu.ca/cje/index.php/cje-rce/article/view/2417

