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Abstract

This paper presents partial results of a dissertation research that focused on the primary school
teachers in inclusive education in Finland. The aim of the research was to create empirically
based profiles of Finnish teachers with an emphasis on finding out what is behind the quality of
inclusive education in Finland and how these findings can improve inclusive education and the
teaching profession in general. The aim of a qualitative case study design was chosen. Thematic
analysis of sources and interview and observing became the main methods to secure data. For
data processing, case studies of individual participants were used, which were subsequently
supplemented by data obtained by axial coding. After that empirically based profiles of Finnish
teachers were created. Finally, this profile was supplemented by offering further
recommendations for the work of the teacher in the heterogeneous classroom. The results: the
Finnish teacher has a positive attitude towards inclusive education; uses a variety of teaching
strategies leading to active student engagement; develop the school as a community; uses
individualisation; and is part of a multi-professional team. The discussion situates the findings
within the issue of creating competency frameworks and standards with an explicit focus on
values and attitudes.
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Although these sciences have contributed substantially to the
understanding of childhood and the necessity of respecting the
personality concept, educational policy - the drafting,

Introduction
Inclusive education has become a hotly debated topic

worldwide in recent years. Looking back in history, this has
not always been the case, and society and education systems
have undergone, with varying degrees of success, a
transformation from segregation of pupils with different
disabilities into institutions, special schools, or exclusion from
primary education, through the integration of these pupils and
efforts to provide them with a basic education, to the current
inclusion of these pupils in mainstream classes and the
opportunity to learn with their peers regardless of the degree
and nature of their disability. When looking at inclusive
education, it is necessary to acknowledge the efforts behind
all the changes and processes implemented so far throughout
history. Among the most fundamental change that has taken
place and undoubtedly stands at the beginning of inclusive
education is the shift to a new perception of the child and
understanding of his/her needs and potentials, where the child
becomes a unique individual with his/her own needs and
his/her own unique inner world. This step would never have
happened without the contribution of knowledge from other
disciplines such as psychology, philosophy, and medicine.

agreeing, and monitoring of compliance with the applicable
legislative documents - has played a key role in the promotion
of inclusive principles (Helus, 2009; Hejlova, Opravilova et.
al., 2016; Foreman, 2020).

The current form of inclusive education focuses on accepting
and removing obstacles for everyone, whether it's language
barriers, social, gender-related, and so on. Inclusive education
is an expression of equality, equal opportunities, respect for
diversity, and this approach is also one of the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals (hereinafter referred to as
"UN") by 2030 (UN, 2015). However, there are states and
their education systems around the world that recognize the
severity and necessity of inclusive education at various levels
of urgency. One of the countries working on inclusive
education and equality for over 40 years and continually
seeking new ways to increase equality in education (Priicha &
Kansanen, 2015) is Finland. Finland is renowned for its
approach not only to education in general but also to ensuring
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equal opportunities for all students, and its system is efficient
and of high quality.

The contribution focuses on primary school teachers, their
practice, thinking, and real conditions in inclusive education
in Finland, which is also known for its quality of teachers and
their high-quality pre-service training. The question then is,
what is their approach to teaching? What professional
competencies are reflected in their work? What conditions do
they have for their work? And we will further ask: What does
this mean for further considerations on improving conditions
for teachers' work in an inclusive school? The answers to
these key questions, formulated in the form of research
questions, can facilitate the path for education systems
towards quality teaching that Finland has been building for
decades and provide a direction that is good or even necessary
to follow. And it is precisely Finland that shows how crucial
the teacher and their work are for quality and effective
inclusive education, especially at the primary school level,
which is the focus of this work. The primary school was
chosen deliberately because research is not sufficiently
focused on primary school teachers, especially in developing
the specifics of their professional competencies, and certainly
not in the context of researching their work in inclusive
education conditions. Yet the primary school teacher is a
completely unique actor, holding several different roles (from
educator to teacher and sometimes even to missing family
components) and also a key figure determining the student's
direction in their future life and education. Therefore, it is
crucial to pay attention to this teacher.

Inclusive Education and Its Definition

Inclusive education takes place in a heterogeneous classroom
where students are educated together considering their
abilities and interests. The essence of this education lies in
empathy and respect for the individuality of
students/individuals. Students/individuals with disadvantages
gain the opportunity to become full-fledged members of
society through this approach (Anderlik, 2014). Spilkova
(2005) points out that inclusive education is shaped by several
factors and areas. Stubbs (2008, p. 40) perceives inclusive
education as a process that extends beyond the boundaries of
the school: "Inclusive education encompasses a wide range of
strategies, activities, and processes aiming to make the
universal right to quality, relevant, and appropriate education
a reality. It acknowledges that learning begins at birth and
continues throughout life, encompassing learning at home, in
the community, and in formal, informal, and non-formal
situations. It seeks to enable communities, systems, and
structures in all cultures and contexts to combat
discrimination, celebrate diversity, support participation, and
overcome barriers to learning and participation for all
individuals. It is part of a broader strategy advocating
inclusive development to create a world where peace,
tolerance, sustainable resource utilization, social justice
prevail, and the basic needs and rights of all are fulfilled." The
implementation of inclusive education also involves factors
that underlie the entire process, including legal, economic,

historical, pedagogical,
philosophical factors.

psycho-pedagogical, and

Research Focused on Teachers in Inclusive

Education

If we delve further into teachers' professional competence and
the development of their competencies in inclusive education,
we find that these areas are globally very neglected. Research
primarily focuses on teachers' attitudes towards teaching in
heterogeneous classes. An exception is the study by
Movkebaieva, Oralkanova, and Elmira (2013) focusing on
teachers' professional competence in inclusive education.
Research involved 50 elementary school teachers and 200
university students of teaching. The research showed that the
participants are not motivated for work in inclusive education;
they do not master teaching strategies that would be effective
in working with a heterogeneous class; they cannot reflect on
their work, assess its effectiveness, and create a stimulating
environment for students in a heterogeneous class that
respects their individuality. On the other hand, at a conceptual
level, they can tolerate student diversity; choose appropriate
communication with students; do not have prejudices against
students, and are familiar with theoretical aspects, i.e., legal
regulations and developmental psychology. None of the
examined professional components reached the highest
mastery level in the participants. The results of the research
thus demonstrate inadequate professional preparation of
teachers for teaching in an inclusive school. In practice,
teachers operate based on intuition, leading to reduced
effectiveness and quality of the educational process.

Several studies regarding teachers’ work and models for
developing their competencies in an inclusive classroom are
integrated in the publication by Forlin (2010). This set shows
that globally, teachers' work in inclusive education and pre-
service training is perceived differently, although participants
in individual studies unanimously stated that the most
important and often underestimated component in the
researched issue is the lack of skills and the absence of their
continuous development. Teachers thus struggle not with a
lack of knowledge but with a lack of experience and skills,
which they have no opportunity to further develop through
systematic professional development. Additionally, teachers
lack strong support from specialized experts. This lack of
experience and skills leads teachers to a negative attitude
towards inclusive education, as several European studies
summarized by De Boer, Pijl, and Minnaert (2011) indicate.
These studies show how significant experiences and the
acquired skills influence the teacher's attitude towards
inclusive education - the more experience a teacher gains, the
more positive their attitude becomes. Despite this fact,
continuous preparation and a support system for teachers
developing the competencies of an inclusive teacher have not
been widely established in many countries, although
participants stated that they would welcome any further
studies that would provide them with sufficient experience,
skills, and knowledge for their future work. However, these
studies also indicate a contradictory trend where older, more
experienced teachers, who are assumed to have more
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experience and thus mastery of the skills needed for inclusion,
have a more negative attitude towards this education
compared to their younger colleagues. Biewer in his study
mentions that inclusive education is influenced by several
factors, with the most important factor being the support of
teachers and their professional development (Adamus, 2018).
These studies demonstrate how important support for teachers
is (not only in terms of further education but also support
from experts, society, and the state) and their continuous
development of competencies in inclusive education so that
they feel more confident regardless of their years of
experience.

One of the recent Czech research studies, Implementation of
the Action Plan for Inclusive Education - Methodological
Support (referred to as "APIV A") conducted from 2017 to
2022, whose quantitative part was published by Pivar¢ (2020),
brings the results of a questionnaire survey from 140 regular
Czech schools. The results show that experienced teachers do
not have a more positive attitude towards inclusive education
than their younger colleagues. The respondents positively
evaluated the presence of special education teachers, teaching
assistants, or school psychologists in their classroom and
school. They also rated the support of the school's founder and
leadership positively if it exists, while they negatively
assessed the efforts of the ministry.

Evaluation Tools for Assessing Teachers

and Inclusive Education

The following section presents tools wused for the
evaluation/self-evaluation of teachers in inclusive education,
focusing on their competencies or factors that can influence a
teacher's work. These tools were selected based on a review of
research studies and their final reports focusing on the
research of teacher competencies in inclusive education in
European countries, including Finland. Other criteria included
selecting standards at the European and national levels for
assessing teacher quality. Based on these criteria, the
following evaluation tools and frameworks were selected:
Sentiments, Attitudes, and Concerns about Inclusive
Education Revised (hereafter referred to as "SACIE-R"), The
Teacher Efficacy for Inclusive Practices (hereafter referred to
as "TEIP"), and the Profile of an Inclusive Teacher. In the
Finnish context, there is no valid and official tool; the
evaluation of teachers in Finland is entirely the responsibility
of the educational institution's director, and the main goal of
formative assessment is to strengthen the teacher's position
and their professional development. In Finnish schools,
directors conduct individual development interviews aimed at
the teacher's work, their working conditions, and further
professional development. However, Finns have begun to
focus on creating standards that would define teacher quality.
Finnish standards created by universities include the Seven
Key Competencies and the Multidimensional Adapted Process
Model of Teaching (hereafter referred to as "MAP").

We draw upon these evaluation tools in designing the
methodological approach for the research study. The selected

evaluation tools are not specifically aimed at evaluating
primary school teachers.

The Aim

The aim of the research study is to describe and compare the
opinions and experiences of primary school teachers working
with students in complex current conditions of inclusive
education in Finland. To achieve this goal, the following
research questions were utilized: RQ1: What professional
competencies do primary school teachers in mainstream
classes consider crucial for providing quality education in
inclusive education? RQ2: How do primary school teachers
assess their mastery of professional competencies in relation
to inclusive education? RQ3: What teaching/activity approach
do teachers choose to ensure quality inclusive education?
RQ4: What are the real conditions for performing the
profession of a primary school teacher, what other factors
influence their work, and what conditions do teachers need for
their work?

Methodology

A qualitative research design was chosen for the study,
allowing the researcher to study what people do, how they
talk about the problem, how they understand it, and how they
experience the problem. In our study, it concerned primary
school teachers from the heterogeneous classes and their
expression of experiences and opinions on the issue of
inclusive education, specifically: how they perceive the
implementation of inclusive education in their class, how they
perceive inclusive education as a whole, including self-
evaluation of their work and evaluation of real conditions,
how they understand inclusive education, and how they deal
with the variable conditions that inclusive education has
brought. In terms of specifying the epistemological approach
in this work, we speak of an interpretive approach, where the
research observes and describes specific situations with the
aim of understanding subjective experience (Novotna, Spagek
& Jantulova, 2019) - the teacher's experience with teaching in
a heterogeneous class and implementing inclusive education
and its principles.

To achieve the objectives of the work, a case study design was
chosen, as according to Hendel (2008, p. 104), a case study
allows for a "detailed study of one or a few cases." This
research method will allow us to capture the complexities,
details, relationships, and processes taking place in a
heterogeneous class. The method assumes that studying one
case will contribute to a better understanding of other similar
or similar cases. In the case of the research topic, we want to
gain detailed knowledge about a small number of cases, which
will provide us with a detailed description of a real teacher in
inclusive education; this description is relevant to the goals of
the work and brings the set goals. Otherwise, choosing a
different research design with a larger number of cases would
result in incomplete data, merely scratching the surface of the
whole issue. However, the goal is to delve into the real world
of teachers and gain their subjective perspective, perception,
experience, and opinion on inclusive education. Briefly, when
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using a case study, we assume that we will get a
comprehensive and real picture of the phenomenon.

Case and Participant Selection The case selected for the study
was a primary school teacher in various conditions of
inclusive education, i.e., the characteristics of a primary
school teacher in inclusive education. The research sample of
participants consisted of 10 Finnish primary school teachers.
A targeted and purposive sample selection was chosen, guided
by predetermined criteria, to select participants with high
variability, i.e., with a high informative value, which will
provide rich data about the investigated phenomenon
(Novotna, Spadek & Jantulova, 2019): (1) two teachers
teaching in the capital city; (2) two teachers teaching in an
urban school; (3) two teachers teaching in a faculty school; (4)
two teachers teaching in a school with an increased number of
students with a different mother tongue (hereafter referred to
as "DMT"); (5) two teachers teaching in a school with an
increased number of socially excluded students.

Data Collection

For data collection, three main methods of case study
according to Stake (1995) were chosen: literature study,
observation, and interviews. The selection of multiple data
collection methods ensures what is known as data
triangulation, which provides qualitative research with
validity and reliability, often disputed in qualitative research.
Even in this study, choosing a case study and a smaller
number of participants could raise questions about validity
and reliability. For this reason, methods recommended by
Stake were chosen for the research: literature study and
subsequent content and thematic analysis provided the initial
introduction and insight into the theoretical dimension,
defining the main areas of investigation; interviews provided
answers to key questions and offered primary information,
complemented and illustrated by observation. The data
collection is divided into two parts: (1) content analysis of
relevant sources followed by thematic analysis of selected
sources; (2) data collection through observation and
interviews. Observations and interviews were conducted in
February and May 2022 as part of the research stay.

Content and Thematic Analysis

In the first part of the research, a content analysis of available
and relevant documents was chosen, specifically selected
foreign studies, publications, statistics, and national as well as
supranational documents. Due to the nature of the study,
which examines not only the enumeration of concepts but also
explores the relationships between them, it involves relational
content analysis (Carley, 1993). Before the actual data
collection, a sample was defined, i.e., the type of analyzed
files, and the level of analysis was determined, i.e., defining
the sought category - phrases and themes. In this case, the
categories were: teacher; primary school; inclusive education;
professional competencies for inclusive education. The
obtained data were coded, i.e., the listed units were classified
into categories based on supported theory. These categories
labeled not only articles and book chapters but also less
defined topics such as arguments, etc. (Scherer, 2004). The

data obtained from the content analysis were integrated into
files based on similarities containing themes and were used
for the thematic analysis of Finnish documents, from which
the subsequent description of crystallized themes of the
investigated issue emerged. The analysis and description
provide basic data for further parts of the research -
observation and interviews. Identified phenomena influencing
the profession of a teacher, which need to be addressed, as
professional literature suggests, stand at the beginning of the
success of inclusive education: (1) defining professional
competencies and their development; (2) perception of
attitude as a key phenomenon for the quality of inclusive
education; (3) support for teachers; (4) changing demands on
the profession; (5) creating a professional teacher.

Observations

The second part of the study began with observations in the
classes of the participants, where they are class teachers. The
conducted observations can be characterized as non-
participant, as the aim was an in-depth description and
analysis of the investigated phenomena (Hendl, 2008) arising
from the content and thematic analysis, which is further
referred to as processes in teaching and real conditions.
Observations were conducted using one teaching unit (45
minutes) taught by the research participant. Data recording
was done in a field diary using Spradley's observation matrix.
Specifically, records were created in three stages. The first
stage involved descriptive observations, i.e., the researcher
observes and records everything that happens during the
lesson - the author recorded all observed processes in teaching
and the school environment in the field diary. This was
followed by focused and selective stages, which took place
after the end of the lesson - specific activities, individuals, and
the school/class environment were selected - here the author
focused only on processes leading to supporting students with
the principles of inclusive education and the material
conditions and the environment of the school/class. During
this interim period before the actual interviews, in accordance
with Stake's (1995) research design, "stories" were developed,
as Stake calls them, which through description provided an
overview of real teaching situations and processes. These
created stories served as a basis for the part of the interview
about teaching processes and conditions. The output of the
observation was key processes and states, which subsequently
served as a basis for the next part of the research - semi-
structured interviews.

Semi-structured Interview

The semi-structured interview was based on data obtained
from thematic analysis and outputs from observations. For
this empirical part of the work, a framework of professional
competencies was created, derived from the analysis of the
evaluation tools mentioned earlier in this post, and served as a
tool to answer questions in the key professional competence
and self-assessment of professional competencies.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted individually with
each teacher to ensure authentic responses not influenced by
others. The interview was divided into four main areas to
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encompass the breadth of research questions: (1) key
professional competencies, (2) self-assessment of professional
competencies, (3) teaching processes, (4) real conditions and
other influencing factors. Each area contains key fundamental
questions, which were further developed with follow-up
questions as needed. Before the actual interview, teachers
were familiarized with the areas and criteria of the created
framework of professional competencies, which they had
access to throughout the interview. Audio recordings were
made for each interview, from which transcriptions were
generated.

Analysis of Observation and Interview Data
For the initial analysis of the data, case studies were created
for each examined case, taking into account the data obtained
from observations and interviews. Brief case studies were
used to gain a comprehensive view of the issue. Subsequently,
the interviews were transcribed, and a selective protocol was
created, focusing only on the predetermined criteria. The
criteria were clearly defined in advance and focused on the
main interview areas. These selective protocols were then
used for axial coding (Hendl, 2008), and for transcription and
coding, the MAXQDA program was utilized. The basic codes
were derived from the mentioned interview areas, and for
axial coding, additional categories and codes were created.
The coded categories were later integrated, resulting in a
description of the phenomena under investigation. This data
supplemented the original individual case studies, and an ideal
profile of a primary school teacher emerged, providing
answers to the research questions. Data interpretation was
based on an emic perspective and is arranged by describing
one part of the case after another (Stake, 1995). The case
studies are complemented by statements from individual
respondents. After creating ten case studies, an empirically
based profile of a Finnish primary school teacher in inclusive
education was developed. This profile was created by
comparing and analyzing the created case studies and
provides a comprehensive picture of the Finnish teacher. The
final step was to determine proposals for improving the work
of the teacher, specific suggestions to enhance the working
conditions of primary school teachers, and attention to the
development of specific (necessary for the implementation of
inclusive education, teaching all students) professional
competencies, and creating a profile of the ideal primary
school teacher in the conditions of inclusive education.

Content Analysis

Demands

When examining the demands on Finnish teachers, let's focus
on the study of existing publications that describe the
situation. The work draws on publications by authors Wehb,
Paju (2015), Niemi (2014), and Sundqvist and Hannas (2021).
The identified demands on teachers, as brought out by the
research of these authors, have been a long-term issue in
Finland.

One of the utilized sources is the longitudinal research by
Webb (Webb, Vulliamy, H&méldinen, Sarja, Kimone &
Nevalainen, 2014) and his team, which was conducted in six

Finnish primary schools through interviews with teachers and
principals. The results indicate that Finnish teachers have long
been burdened by increasing workload. This doesn't just
pertain to the workload associated with classroom teaching,
but particularly with teachers' involvement in the educational
system's development. In the case of inclusive education, this
involves projects to support the inclusion of students,
collaboration with parents, and other institutions. From the
teachers' perspective, they have acknowledged that these new
demands in their profession have expanded their professional
knowledge and skills. However, teachers also state that they
lack the required knowledge and skills. This necessitates
significant effort and energy in working in a heterogeneous
class.

The research by Niemi and Nevgi (2014), involving the
participation of teachers and teacher students, brings another
dimension of demands. The work of a teacher in Finland is
associated with engaging in research and discussion. These
research and discussions are conducted among teachers who
participate in improving the Finnish education system through
this form and bring in their observations and experiences.
Teachers not only have to participate in public discourse and
surveys but also work on their own research within the
classroom. Here, teachers systematically reflect on their
practice, evaluate the effectiveness of chosen teaching
strategies, and assess their own educational needs. Associated
with this is the time demand, which is also reflected in
planning teaching units, where collaboration with various
experts is necessary.

A quantitative study by Paju (Paju, Réty, Pirttimaa & Kontu,
2015), conducted in primary, secondary, and special schools
with a sample of 187 teachers, also demonstrates that entirely
new demands are linked to the increase in the number of
students with behavioral disorders. Teachers have to deal with
entirely new conflict situations. For teachers, this involves
taking on new roles they didn't have in the past. They also
state that they were not prepared for these new demands of
their profession, presenting a significant burden. The research
shows that for roughly 66% of teachers, these demands
associated with inclusive education are stressful. Although
teachers, due to new and not completely internalized
conditions for their work, go through considerable stress, their
efforts are not sufficiently accepted and positively evaluated
by parents and society as a whole. Teachers communicate that
they perceive a significant loss of public respect. All the
above-mentioned factors associated with inclusive education
significantly negatively impact the work of teachers, and the
Finns themselves perceive them as a reason to leave the
education sector or as a reason to demand an increase in
teachers' salaries, which led to a strike of educational workers
in the south of the country in May 2022.

One of the most recent Finnish studies shows that the
demands on teachers in a heterogeneous class have not
decreased in recent years. According to the results of the
research by Sundqvist and Hannds (2021), the complexity of
the profession is increasing, also due to the flexibility offered
in education. This flexible support allows choosing support

*Corresponding Author: Veronika Bac¢ova

Page 5



Global Scientific and Academic Research Journal of Education and literature ISSN: 2583-7966 (Online)

levels based on necessity. The responsibility for teaching and
education that a teacher has is also demanding, and it cannot
be transferred to other educational professionals, as is the case
in Norway, which is also discussed in the research.

Attitudes and Conditions

Finnish basic education integrates a large number of students
into the mainstream, and the number of special schools has
been declining year by year. According to the results of
international surveys, this integration seems to be more than
successful, owing to the long-term work on this system and
the high professionalism of teachers. As mentioned in the
theoretical part, a contributing factor to effective inclusive
education is the teacher's attitude toward this issue. In
Finland, it is generally perceived that a positive acceptance of
inclusive education and integrated students leads to its
progress, improvement, and overall effectiveness
(Engelbrecht et al., 2013). Based on the above, Finnish
teachers should indeed have a positive attitude toward
inclusive education. Attitudes of Finnish teachers toward
inclusive education have been the focus of several studies,
utilizing the results of Saloviita's research (2016, 2020).

Saloviita's survey (Saloviita & Schaffus, 2016), with a
comparative nature, uses a standardized questionnaire with the
TAIS evaluation tool and a sample of 298 elementary school
teachers. According to the results, the attitude of Finnish
teachers toward inclusion is neutral or slightly negative, with
their attitudes falling below the average in European Union
countries. However, individual attitudes among teachers vary
significantly, with special education teachers expressing
considerably positive attitudes, while subject-based teachers
have more neutral stances. The research also indicates that the
attitude toward inclusive education does not change with the
age of the teacher. Both positive and negative attitudes are
observed among older and more experienced teachers
(Saloviita, 2020).

To describe the conditions affecting the work of Finnish
teachers, the results of the previously mentioned research by
Paju, as well as Sundqgvist, Strom, Ahtola, Niemi, and a
contribution from YLE, were utilized.

In Finnish primary schools, there is an increase in students'
challenging behavior in heterogeneous classes. Inadequate
communication with the families of students is observed.
Parents approach education as a service, having exaggerated
expectations from teachers and not respecting teachers' efforts
and recommendations regarding the education and support of
students. Additionally, conflicts originating from external
factors and not directly related to teaching or the school are
brought into schools. However, teachers appreciate the close
collaboration with special educators, which often facilitates
their work. Special educators are the ones dealing with
students' problems in schools, requiring increased support in
education. They are specialists in inclusive education issues,
and it is their responsibility to address these issues (Paju,
Raty, Pirttimaa & Kontu, 2015).

A qualitative study by Sundqgvist and Strém (2015) focuses on
the issue of personnel, specifically special educators. It was
conducted through semi-structured interviews with class
teachers and special educators. The role of a special educator
has a much broader description than just helping teachers
solve problems with students in heterogeneous classes.
Special educators do not have their own class but teach
students in small groups during the second or third level of
support. The rest of their workload is utilized for counseling
services to other teachers through consultations. Herein lies
the problem for these teachers because neither the job
description nor the activities of a special educator in
consultations are described in any legislative documents.
Therefore, special educators only provide information during
informal meetings during the day, such as during breaks. The
reason for this is the insufficient knowledge and experience of
special educators with consultations and a lack of time.
Another indispensable part of a heterogeneous class is the
pedagogue’s assistant, present in every Finnish class. Their
role and form of work depend on the student's or teacher's
needs. The overall quality infrastructure for working in a
heterogeneous class is complemented by the presence of a
school psychologist and a shared "school curator” on every
school. The school curator's function is to work with students
and families from disadvantaged social backgrounds (Ahtola
& Niemi, 2014). The loss of finances allocated to education
further worsens the conditions for teachers. The reason is the
declining trend of students in the PISA testing (YLE, 2021).

Support and Development of Teachers

Inclusive education requires more professionals who master
specific  skills, have expertise, and can address
interdisciplinary issues (Rajakaltio & Makinen, 2014). The
aim of teacher preparation is to produce a teacher who
combines the latest research findings with their own practice,
responding to constantly changing conditions, utilizing
research knowledge in their own practice. Such a teacher must
be a reflective practitioner, someone who experiments,
reflects, addresses dilemmas directly in the classroom,
questions, while embodying values and taking full
responsibility for their ongoing education (Niemi & Nevgi,
2014).

Finns are aware of certain challenges that may arise from the
demands of the profession, namely teachers grapple with
insufficient competencies for working in heterogeneous
classrooms, and fresh teacher graduates are inadequately
prepared. The National Action Plan 2020-2023 responds to
these challenges. One of the goals of this action plan in the
realm of the teaching profession is to increase support for
teachers and enhance their competencies. Based on the
research project “"Empirically Based Development of
Demanding Special Support  Skills,” dealing with
strengthening the skills related to the requirement for special
support in professional preparation and further teacher
education, educational materials and courses for teachers have
been created. These materials and courses are designed to
develop skills that a teacher needs for fair education for all
students regardless of the level of support. The results of the
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research directly lead to the publication by Riikka lisakka and
Elina Taljanen, titled "Research-Based Teaching Methods in
Demanding Special Support 1 and 2." This support for
teachers in further education is provided through a network of
so-called VIP centers. However, these centers are not fully
functional at present, at least not according to the evaluation
of the previous National Action Plan 2018-2019, and the goal
by 2023 is to expand and improve them (VANE, 2020).
Although the term “"competence” is not often used in Finnish
education, as professional competencies are not legislated or
officially set in Finland, in recent years, due to growing
concerns among teachers regarding inclusive education,
professional competencies are being discussed. They are
discussed in the action plan, particularly as a way to enhance
the quality of education for students with support needs.
Considerable effort is dedicated to supporting teachers in this
issue, coming through research investigations, as is customary
among Finns. Finns base all their reforms and transformations
in education on these investigations, which always involve the
widest professional audience, from academics to school
directors, teachers, and even pedagogical assistants, and many
other stakeholders. The outcomes include methodological
guides, thematic workshops, or online seminars. One of the
outputs of the latest research mentioned above is not only the
mentioned  methodologies  ("Research-Based  Teaching
Methods in Demanding Special Support 1 and 2") but also the
MOOC platform. This platform contains online workshops
and seminars and is being developed as a tool for teachers'
career advancement. Online meetings and all forms of
electronic communication are not uncommon in Finland; it
can be argued that precisely due to its geography (a large
country with a low population density, where most people
reside in large cities in the south), it is welcomed. In the past,
many important meetings, for example among school
directors, were conducted exclusively online.

In connection with supporting teachers, a total of twelve
nationwide meetings, seven local meetings, and several other
meetings of thematic groups were held from autumn 2016 to
spring 2019, all under the auspices of the Finnish Ministry of
Education and Culture. The aim of these meetings, attended
by education professionals including teachers, principals,
academics, and students, was to propose a development
program for Finnish teachers at all levels of education. Based
on the discussions, challenges were identified, from which
subsequent challenges for Finnish education emerged. For the
topic of this work, only challenges related to inclusive
education and the work of teachers were selected (Lavonen,
Mahlaméki — Kultanen, Vahtivuori — Hanninen & Mikkola,
2020, pp. 247-248): *» Educate teachers to be able to increase
support for individual students and effectively respond to the
needs of each student; * Develop teachers' competencies for
their professional growth. The result of the meetings is the
"Development Program for Teachers" document, which sets
three Strategic Goals related to teacher professional
competencies, but it is not a description and overview of
individual competencies, but rather a direction for the
development of the teaching profession. According to this
document, a professional teacher should (Lavonen,

Mahlaméaki — Kultanen, Vahtivuori — Hanninen & Mikkola,
2020, pp. 251-252): « Have a solid knowledge base not only
in pedagogy and relevant subjects but also in various teaching
strategies and their appropriate use based on the student's
individuality; * Be open to pedagogical innovations and be
informed about the latest research in their field, possessing so-
called pedagogical thinking; * Be capable of an innovative
approach when planning a teaching unit in inclusive
education; * Possess the competencies required to collaborate
and communicate with students' families, colleagues, and
other institutions.

Finns describe their teachers as professionals, competent,
skilled, high-quality, ideal, or respectful. In Finland,
professionalism and the quality of a teacher are approached
based on so-called entry knowledge, i.e., knowledge base.
According to this approach, a teacher should have versatile
knowledge, enabling them to act as an autonomous
professional (Paronen & Lappi, 2018). This position does not
only allow them to acquire the relevant professional
competencies but also the respect and recognition of society.
The aforementioned "Development Program for Teachers"
from 2016 aimed to support teachers as highly qualified
school workers, strengthen teacher education programs, and
ensure that students learn to navigate research, evaluate,
reflect independently on professional tasks, and develop the
ability to collaborate (Niemi & Lavonen, 2020).

Empirically Based Profile of a Finnish
Primary School Teacher in the Context of

Inclusive Education

The key areas of professional competencies for the surveyed
teachers are understood to be their values and attitudes.
Finnish teachers respect the individual needs of each student
and support the learning of all students in the class based on
their individual capabilities. When caring for students with
special educational needs (SEN), they collaborate with special
educators. They do not significantly segregate other groups of
students, such as gifted students. This is reflected in both their
teaching and lesson planning.

All surveyed teachers organize differentiated instruction for
students. They flexibly group students, usually based on
performance, into smaller groups or organize individual
activities for students. These processes can be categorized into
four groups: a) students receive individual education in the
presence of a special educator; b) students are educated in a
group in the presence of a special educator; c) students are
divided into groups, with one group being taught by the class
teacher and the other by an assistant educator; d) students with
serious difficulties are mostly educated separately with a
special educator, attending the class only for certain subjects.
Teachers combine and modify these organizational
approaches based on the current needs of the students. They
choose teaching strategies that encourage active participation,
taking responsibility for learning, providing choices to
students, giving learning a purpose, and providing activating
feedback.

*Corresponding Author: Veronika Bac¢ova

Page 7



Global Scientific and Academic Research Journal of Education and literature ISSN: 2583-7966 (Online)

All surveyed teachers have access to a special educator. The
special educator is assigned to the class for the entire duration
of teaching or may be shared among classes or the whole
school. The teacher has regular weekly consultations with the
special educator regarding emerging issues and the academic
progress of individual students. If a special educator is not
present in the class, an assistant educator, paired teacher, or
multiple educators may be assigned to the class. In individual
classes, 2 to 4 educators work.

Differentiation of instruction is also supported for teachers by
the school environment and spaces available to them. Students
use open spaces in the school for learning. In the case of older
schools, the class teacher has access to two separate rooms
where their students can work. Official study materials,
prepared at two levels of difficulty, are available to teachers
and students.

The surveyed individuals primarily appreciate the number of
educational staff available for working with students and the
funding of inclusive education. However, despite the variety
of programs offered, they face gradually deteriorating
conditions in funding further teacher education. They also
face the time demands of differentiated lesson planning,
meetings with specialists and parents, and the challenging
work with students with behavioral disorders.

Discussion and Conclusions

The results show the fundamental considerations of Finnish
primary school teachers regarding the teaching profession
within the concept of professional competencies and the
perception of the importance of their components for the
implementation of inclusive education. The surveyed Finnish
teachers emphasize the importance of values and attitudes,
specifically a positive attitude towards inclusive education.
Why is this the case? It can be explained by several reasons:
Finnish society has a strong value orientation historically and
religiously. The emphasis on values and attitude components
in education and its outcomes is seen not only in the thinking
of the surveyed teachers but also in the Finnish national
curriculum for basic education, which emphasizes respect,
tolerance, freedom, and equality. Finnish teachers do not deny
the importance of professional knowledge. However, they see
it more as one of the successive steps towards the
implementation of inclusion in  school education,
encompassing a wide range of knowledge from special
education, didactics, as well as legislation.

The confidence of the surveyed Finnish teachers is related not
only to the overall orientation of society and the acceptance of
the teacher as a professional in their profession but also to the
individual approach of each teacher to their professional
development and lifelong learning. From the opinions of the
surveyed teachers, it is clear that Finnish teachers actively
approach their professional development, and society expects
their activity, including engagement in national education
discussions.

The nature of the teaching processes and their organization is
crucial for the implementation of inclusive education

concerning the work of teachers with students with various
educational needs. The surveyed teachers can build instruction
characterized by differentiation and individualization on
collaboration with a team of other educators and professionals
from different professions. Their students often work in
different groups, mainly based on students' performances.
Teachers have support in curriculum materials developed at
two levels. In lesson planning, they focus not only on students
with SEN but also prepare differentiated work for all students,
groups of students, and individual students. However, the core
classes form very large student collectives. The critical point
of differentiation and individualization of instruction, as
Finnish teachers stated, is enhancing the self-assessment and
student assessment processes. They are aware of the
importance of clearly defining goals at different levels,
linking goals with assessment procedures, the importance of
clear assessment criteria and assessing not only results but
also students' progress in learning.

The surveyed teachers agree that inclusive education imposes
increased demands on their work. They assess the conditions
they have for their work as good, although they also point out
numerous limitations, not only in terms of funding. The
research results clearly show that primary school teachers
working in inclusive education need sufficient staffing in
classrooms and schools, especially an adequate number of
assistant educators, paired teachers, special educators, and
school psychologists. They need these professionals to share
and consult individual student cases and classroom situations.
They also need these additional educational professionals to
take over some activities from teachers related to caring for
individual students or communicating with students' legal
representatives or other institutions. They need clearly defined
student assessment criteria. They need to streamline the work
of counseling centers. In this part of the contribution, we must
ask: How can the experience of Finnish primary school
teachers working in specific conditions inspire the work of
teachers towards inclusive education? It is essential to create
long-term conditions where teaching is perceived by society
as a full-fledged and recognized profession. It is crucial for
the long-term vision of inclusive primary education to be a
vision that is gradually implemented and systematically
realized, rather than constantly being caught up in constant
changes that teachers cannot even register. It unsettles them in
their work and unnecessarily drains the energy they need to
plan and implement educational processes that will help each
student to develop. In the context of Finnish education, one of
the important conditions for the good work of teachers is that
the majority of primary schools have similar conditions and
similar quality, regardless of the type of school, focus, and
demographics.

As part of the research outcomes, an empirically based profile
of a competent Finnish primary school teacher in the
conditions of inclusive education was created, based on the
experiences and opinions of the surveyed teachers. This
profile corresponds to the European Profile of the Inclusive
Teacher. Both emphasize the importance of values and
attitudes, collaboration, and professional development of the
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teacher. The framework, which is essential for quality teacher
preparation and should apply to all institutions providing
teacher education at the master's level, should, in our opinion,
also include clearly defined requirements for the work of a
teaching graduate in the conditions of inclusive education.
The ideal profile of a competent primary school teacher
created by us, which was created from the bottom up and
emphasizes the same values as the European profile of the
inclusive teacher, could be one of the suitable bases for
further development of competent frameworks and thus for
the creation of appropriate conditions for the implementation
of inclusive education. It could also be used and further
developed by teachers in practice, as part of their ongoing
professional development and involvement in educational
policy discussions.
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