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“TO BE OR NOT TO BE?"
WHEN IT COMES TO INCLUSION, THAT IS THE QUESTION
By: Ochan Kusuma-Powell and Kevin Bartlett

When international schools ‘talk inclusion’, what do they mean, and what's the difference in their approaches to student
support?

“How Do You Do Inclusion?”

Recently, an international school head wrote to ask, "How do you do inclusion? Our school would like to join NFI (Next
Frontier Inclusion). How many PD sessions will it take to get the teachers up to speed for Response to Intervention (Rtl)
?" The questions gave us pause. The answers aren’t so simple, nor do they relate just to inclusion. Our work in schools
around the world, wearing various hats, reveals patterns that are nuanced and subtle, yet clear enough.

Inclusion: Two Pathways
International schools follow one of two familiar approaches in their efforts to include children who need support. We
are generalizing here, but we believe the patterns hold up to examination.

Pathway One: Doing Inclusion

One path somewhat equates to Peter Drucker’s (2001) simple definition of the work of managers. Managers ‘do things
right’. So, schools that do inclusion, do things right. They hire the right people, provide a room for support to take place
in, and order the right materials to get started with a program. They ‘follow the rules’ of doing inclusion. If we reference
Simon Sinek (2009), another smart thinker in terms of organizational success, managers and schools that do inclusion
are focused on ‘the how and the what". The approach will tend to be linear and technical.

At the end of the day, these schools will be able to advertise to prospective families and students that they do have
programs of support for students with special educational needs. On a tour of the school, new parents might be shown
the rooms where support takes place. Service delivery has become a location that's called “push in” or “pull out.” To be
fair, this is better, much better than when schools say, “We don't take that kind of student.”

Interestingly, when children with diagnosed special needs apply to schools that do learning support, there is often a
question about whether or not the school can serve the child. Parents might hear, “We have to make sure we can meet
your child’s needs with our program.” In other words, the child needs to fit the program on offer. This is because, within
the constraints of doing inclusion, student support is fragile and relies on the expertise of the few people hired to do
the job.

Pathway Two: Being Inclusive

The other journey, and the road less travelled, takes a school on a different pathway in which it reimagines and rede-
fines its identity. We believe it begins with leadership. Leaders, referencing Drucker (2001) again, ‘do the right thing".
They do what Simon Sinek (2009) says is essential for inspiring others: they Start with Why. They welcome and embrace
the good struggle of teaching all learners, because they believe it is the right thing to do...it's as simple as that.
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That simple, passionate ‘why’ inspires others in the community. Together they co-create a
new context for inclusion. They work with their learning stakeholders to build an inclusive
identity. They build shared community principles that reflect this identity, and they build
their practices from these deeply held principles.

In our experience, co-creating principles with significant numbers of learning stakehold-
ers (students, teachers, leaders, parents, trustees) is a critical element in being inclusive.
These principles are both broad and deep. They are clear enough to shape practices in
pragmatic ways that follow a rational sequence: 'If we believe this, then it follows that we
do that.” At the same time they are broad enough to be non-restrictive, allowing us the
flexibility to find solutions to the unusual/unique student circumstances that can be the
norm in inclusive schools. As an example, here are the principles that shape the work of
The Next Frontier Inclusion:

- High quality education is a basic human right of all children

- International education needs to be redefined to be inclusive of students who learn
differently or at different rates

- Parents who travel overseas should not have to leave some of their children behind or
divide their families between schools

- We are committed to a planned and carefully managed approach to including students
who have special needs or who may be exceptionally able

- The inclusion of children requiring learning support enhances the education of all
children

- The thoughtful inclusion of diverse learners raises the school’s organizational
intelligence

Having co-created their identity, inclusive schools recruit to who they are. They build the
capacity of students, parents, leaders and board members to find success in all its diverse
forms. They re-culture their schools around inclusion because they understand that
‘change is re-culturing’, or, "re-culturing is the name of the game” (Fullan, 2004, p. 43),
and because “culture eats strategy for breakfast,” the comment famously attributed to
Peter Drucker. Simply put, inclusion becomes a way of being.

In these schools, while there might be a case manager assigned to each student with
special educational needs, the divisions between "who is responsible?” and “the rest of
the staff” is not so easily discernible as it might be in schools that do learning support.
Rather, the responsibility for student support is shared by all the teachers involved in a
student’s timetable. Everyone is responsible, everywhere. In all contexts, teachers watch
out for all students, not just ‘their own’. This culture of collective care is reminiscent of the
Reggio Emilia schools where the philosophy encompasses the concept that every parent
is the parent of every child in this group (Edwards, Gandini & Forman,1995).

When children with specific learning needs apply to schools with an inclusive identity, the
conversation around admissions may sound like this: "What are your child's interests?”
"How might we help him adjust to our school?” “What would success look like for your
child?” "Aside from the specific, targeted academic support, what other kinds of support
has your child received in the past?” "How might we prepare this child’s class teachers so
that they will be successful with him?"
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So what?

On the first path, a school does inclusion; on the second, the school becomes inclusive. The first takes a managerial,
behavioral and technical approach to inclusion; the second is adaptive and works at the level of principles, culture,
and identity. The first takes on a silo approach to supporting students, the second takes a systems approach. The
first operates with the expectation that having the right parts in place will guarantee success; and this is fragile,
because if pressure comes to bear on any of the pieces, things fall apart. The second recognizes that surprises will
come up in any human organization, that learning is messy and that adaptive challenges require non-linear thinking
and approaches to problem resolution. As an approach, the pathway of identity is more robust because support is
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mission-aligned and everyone in the school is expected to work toward that mission.

Here's a comparative summary of doing versus being:

DOING INCLUSION BEING INCLUSIVE

Professional practices derive from a
‘technical base’ according to ‘rules
of operation!

Professional practices derive from a
co-created, deeply held set of principles, that
shape who we are.

Learning support department
works on its own, in a silo, without
much collaboration with other
support services (e.g. EAL),
specialists, or mainstream teachers.

Learning support is part of a coherent,
connected system/culture in which all teachers
are expected to contribute to the support of
students with special educational needs.

LS and EAL specialists work
separately.

LS and EAL specialists work collaboratively.

Support may be defined as “push
in” or “pull out”, referencing place
names rather than the program
itself.

Student support is integrated within the
regular program. While this does not preclude
withdrawing students for short bursts of
intensive work, differentiated instruction is the
foundation that all students receive as part of
Tier 1in Rtl.

The school says, "We offer learning
support for students with special
educational needs.”

The school says, “We are an inclusive school.”

School leaders might say, "We have
a support program -- there is a very
good person on staff who handles
that.”

School leaders are champions and advocates
for all students, including those with special
educational needs.

The support program may be
based on perceptions of what
students are unable to do.

The support program is designed with an
asset-based approach for each student.
Interventions are specific to student needs.
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Why does that matter? First of all, let’s be clear: the technical,

functional, approach to doing inclusion is a necessary component in ’H-aw'”'g Co-createy ), -
success. We need the tools and strategies to ‘do things right’ at the Ldentit,d’ Fble: heir
managerial level, or things fall apart. However, for us, the technical Cruit “StVe cohg le
approach will never be sufficient if we truly want every learner to i ho theg are. e
succeed in a truly inclusive culture. he Capacit ofer

Parents leadey I udents,
Here's the thing...human organizations, needs and cultures always Menmbeyc to g oarg
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forces in our environment that will drive the need for change and e ﬁ’""%s

ability to adapt (Garmston & Wellman, 2016). These forces might
include anything from a drop in the price of oil, to terrorist attacks on a
local mall, to an outbreak of avian flu, all of which may have drastic
impacts on student demographics. A behavioral approach to inclusion
may not survive such a shift (“if we have to cut costs, what should go first?"); an identity as an inclusive school
almost certainly will. Strategies come and go; identity endures.

In addition, whereas a positive shift in identity will lead to an enhancement in performance at all levels, it is rare
that a focus solely on technical behaviors will necessarily lead to a shift in identity. As a result, the support will
remain reliant on circumstances, personalities and available human resources, whoever was hired to do the job.
An inclusive school identity influences our intentions, what we pay attention to, and ultimately our choices,
actions, and behavior (see Figure 1, adapted from Lipton & Wellman, 2001). Identity is the vessel that contains
our beliefs, values and experiences. In short, in terms of being inclusive for sustained periods of time, identity is
everything...and sustainability of inclusion is the goal.
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Figure 1 lllustration by Aloha Lavina
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Now what? Closing the Doing-Being Gap
Identifying patterns is not much good if we don't act on these insights. Here are a few pointers in moving from
the necessary state of doing inclusion to the sufficient state of being inclusive.

Start with Why

Without a powerful why, we won't be able to inspire ourselves and others (Sinek 2009). When the hows and the
whats feel overwhelming, it's the why that sustains us and provides the compelling moral purpose for being
inclusive. Turn this compelling why into shared principles that drive practice.

Recognize that this is a re-culturing process

When we ask ourselves the following focusing questions: “Who are we?” "Why are we doing this?" and “Why
are we doing this, this way?” (Garmston & Wellman, 2016, p. 10), we give ourselves permission to review our
priorities and think about what might be coming up in our communities. These questions support schools in
becoming sensitive to forces within their respective environments that will drive change.

Embrace the mess

Doing inclusion tends to ‘look linear’. Artificially so. Being inclusive is complex, nuanced, iterative, messy. We
need to be prepared for that and help our community find clarity in the complexity. Having clear Principles
helps with that.

Never give up

Re-culturing is hard. Leadership is hard. That's why we need a powerful, personal Why. When we know we are
doing the right thing, we keep going, despite set-backs. Forging a new identity with and for a whole community
takes years of ‘pushing at the flywheel’ (Collins, 2001 p 14).

To be or not to be? That is the question.

For us, the question is complex, the answer is simple. Schools that become inclusive, where inclusion is who we
are, become better schools both in terms of organizational intelligence and in terms of moral purpose (Powell &
Kusuma-Powell, 2013). In inclusive schools, each one of us is called upon “to reclaim leadership as a noble
profession that creates possibility and humaneness in our time” (Wheatley, 2017, p.8).

Even more simply, the 'big why' of inclusive schools is that they transform lives. The lives of the students who
are the direct recipients of our work to build their capacities; the other members of the student body whose
lives are enhanced by their regular interactions within a more diverse, and therefore a more 'normal’ communi-
ty; the families of ‘included’ students; the trustees, leaders and teachers who govern, lead, teach and learn
within a professional community enhanced, enriched and extended by higher levels of challenge and care.
Inclusive schools achieve these things in sustainable ways, over extended periods of time, as a matter of identi-
ty. An inclusive school is a school that transforms lives. Now that, surely, is something ‘to be’.

Ochan Kusuma-Powell | Next Frontier Inclusion | okpowell@yahoo.com
Kevin Bartlett | Executive Director, The Common Ground Collaborative | kevin@thecgcproject.org
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