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Abstract 
The aim of this paper is to enhance understanding of the contradictions that arise in the drive to improve teaching 
practices among pupils with special educational needs (SENs). A questionnaire was administrated to 167 
classroom teachers, subject teachers, special education teachers and teaching assistants in Finland. The analysis, 
based on thematic coding and analysis of manifestations of contradictions, revealed contradictions related to 
artefacts of teaching, participation in the community and school staff’s professional ability to teach SEN pupils 
in mainstream. Four types of manifestations, namely conflicts, critical conflicts, dilemmas, and double binds, 
could be identified in the data. Focusing the improvement of inclusive practices on all pupils calls for the 
collective resolution of contradictions and the development of tools and models that facilitate the educational 
change. 
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1. Introduction 
The aim of this study is to enhance the understanding of contradictions as drivers of improvement in inclusive 
teaching practices within the context of pupils with special educational needs (SEN). In earlier literature, 
contradictions are mentioned as a significant factor in enhancing organizational change (Engeström & Sannino, 
2011). In the context of inclusive education, the identification and resolving of contradictions potentially 
provides a move away from segregated teaching and learning situations towards the inclusion of SEN pupils 
within the general education. In the framework of inclusive education (European Agency for Special Needs and 
Inclusive Education, 2016; UNESCO 2009) all pupils’ participation in constructive interplay in a classroom 
needs to be supported. Teachers with different professional specializations play a central role in the 
implementation of inclusive education (Liasidou, 2015). Thus, it is important to identify their concerns and 
struggles regarding the implementation of inclusive educational practices.  

A topic that is seldom addressed is the significance of contradictions in teachers’ professional development 
(Yamagata-Lynch & Haudenschild, 2009) and in the enhancement of inclusive education (Cenci et al., 2016). 
Seeking to narrow this research gap, we analysed manifestations of contradictions in teaching practices with 
SEN pupils in mainstream schools in Finland aiming at achieving and developing inclusion. Inspired by 
Engeström & Sannino (2011), a framework of four types of manifestations of contradictions, namely conflicts, 
critical conflicts, dilemmas, and double binds is reported on in this paper. We address the following research 
question: What are the main manifestations of contradictions in classroom teachers, subject teachers, special 
education teachers and teaching assistants whose pupils include SEN learners? Our main contribution is to offer 
our analysis as a means of identifying potential future directions for the development of the teaching of SEN 
pupils in mainstream schools.  

1.1 Inclusive Education as a Complex and Contextual Practice  

The basic aim of inclusive education is to guarantee the right of every child to attend school and to ensure that 
the individual characteristics of the child do not limit school attendance. It has been shown that inclusive 
educational practices may lead to more positive learning outcomes than those achieved in segregated settings 
(see O’Rourke, 2014). According to the Salamanca Statement and the Framework for Action (UNESCO, 1994), 
schools with an inclusive orientation are “the most effective means of combating discriminatory attitudes, 
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building an inclusive society and achieving education for all” (UNESCO, 1994, p. ix). The declaration states that 
inclusion concerns educational reconstruction related to the diversity of all learners, not just those with a 
disability.  

As Rix, Sheehy, & Fletcher-Campbell (2013) state in their study, in most countries the word “special” is 
associated with solutions related to needs and additional support. Previous studies define inclusion as a new way 
of educating pupils with disabilities and a new form of education for all learners (Slee, 2014; Kiuppis, 2014). 
How inclusion should be implemented is not fully explained, however, and there is no clear definition of the 
concept (Allan, 2014; Allan & Slee, 2008; Ainscow, Booth, & Dyson, 2006). The definitions that exist derive 
from policy- and culture-driven interpretations (Engsig & Johnstone, 2014; Smith, 2014; Schwab et al., 2015; 
Sharma, Loreman, & Macanawai, 2016). The term integration has traditionally been used to describe the 
placement of SEN pupils in mainstream settings, following some adaptation and with extra resources (Visley, 
2003). However, the difference between the terms “included” and “integrated” is significant: integration implies 
the fitting of the SEN pupil into the mainstream system, whereas inclusion encompasses all pupils as individuals 
(Vislie, 2003). The latter term, inclusion, may be confusing to teachers because of the various practices and 
definitions of inclusive education (Kiuppis, 2014). 

As Thomas (2013) points out, educational policies and the school community should focus inclusive efforts on 
the development of individualized teaching and learning. However, the practical aspects and sub-goals of 
educational policies are tied to cultural contexts and the historical roots of the society in question. As Rix and 
colleagues (2013) state, every country has its own mechanisms of assessment, resource distribution, in-class 
support and support systems related to SEN pupils. Avramidis & Norwich (2002) suggest that the provision of 
more resources and support could make teachers more positive in their beliefs about and attitudes towards SEN 
pupils. Previous studies aptly point out the need to establish collaborative work among school staff on the 
assumption that it will soften attitudes towards new inclusive opportunities in classrooms (Savolainen et al., 
2012; Giangreco et al., 2010). It is all about effective teaching based on effective practices that can lead to 
positive outcomes for all learners (Jordan et al., 2009).  

One challenge in school change is the attitude of teachers towards inclusion (Norwich, 2014). Teachers are 
generally positive towards inclusive education on a philosophical level, but they do not share a common 
understanding of the concept (Ainscow & Cesar, 2006; Avramidis & Norwich, 2002). It is also reported that 
teachers hold undecided or negative attitudes towards inclusive education (Boer, Pijl, & Minnaert, 2011), and 
they may not be willing to include pupils with behavioural difficulties in their classrooms (Monsen et al., 2014). 
One significant finding is that teachers’ attitudes towards inclusion tend not to derive from ideological arguments, 
but from practical concerns about how inclusive education can be implemented (Engelbrecht et al., 2013). It is 
evident that inclusive practices are based on the cooperation of the various professionals involved. A 
collaborative team approach is called for, in which there is a shared vision and commitment. Lyons and her 
colleagues (2016) reported on the importance of collective agency, in which joint reflection on the problems and 
developmental solutions played the central role. 

In the Finnish context, the term “inclusion” does not exist in the school law and national core curriculum, 
although it is commonly used in the field (Jahnukainen, 2011). Equity, participation and the welfare state are 
considered the major attributes of the Nordic model of education that exists in Finland (Antikainen, 2006). Given 
the focus on equity in Finnish schooling, as opposed to choice and competition, differences between schools are 
among the smallest of the OECD countries (Kivirauma & Ruoho, 2007; Sellar & Lingard, 2013). The Change in 
the Basic Education Act (CBEA, 2010), on which our study is based, provides a framework for enhancing 
inclusive practices, including the idea of supporting SEN pupils in neighbourhood schools rather than 
transferring them to a special class or school. Three levels of support are identified: general, intensified and 
special. The methods are essentially the same, but the intensity of support increases from the general to the 
special level (Thuneberg et al., 2014). The implementation of the CBEA (2010) reform entailed the 
reconsideration of school practices in the municipalities, of school structures and of the work of individual 
teachers. On the special level, the option remains to assign pupils to a special class or school if necessary. Thus, 
in the Finnish context, we are talking about a process of change from segregated teaching to a more inclusive 
approach with all pupils participating in the mainstream.  

Although the notion of inclusive education on the legislative level is based on values such as educational equity 
regardless of background or other socio-economic factors (see the Finnish National Board of Education in 
Finland, 2008), the term inclusion has traditionally had pedagogical rather than ideological connotations 
(Malinen et al., 2012). According to the official ideology, all children in Finland are entitled to receive special 
education according to their needs (Kivirauma et al., 2006). This raises the question of its pedagogical 
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implementation. In the Finnish context, this strongly depends on professionally-trained special education 
teachers and the assignment of pupils either to part-time special education (intensified level) or to a special class 
with fewer pupils and individual education plans (IEP). Three professional groups of teachers—classroom 
teachers (grades 1-6), subject teachers (grades 7-9) and special education teachers (all grades)—are autonomous 
experts who have the freedom to choose their teaching methods and tools, taking into account the 
curriculum-based targets. Teacher-training programmes offer few courses for both special education and 
mainstream teachers. Most of the general courses emphasize how to identify and deal with SEN pupils with a 
view to leaving their teaching to specialists (Malinen et al., 2012). Overall, the relationship between “different” 
and “normal” is deeply engrained in teachers’ thinking and it is largely accepted as part of the existing 
educational culture. Therefore, changes aligned with an inclusive agenda are incomplete, unless the perspectives 
of educational professionals are engaged in the process.  

1.2 Manifestations of Contradictions as a Tool for Improving Inclusive Rducational Practices  

In order to improve school practices, it is important to understand the meaning of contradictions in the school 
context. Contradictions are commonly considered to mean tensions and barriers with no specific definition of 
their characteristics. In this study, we applied Engeström & Sannino’s (2011) systematic conceptual framework 
to analyse four types of manifestations of contradiction: conflicts, critical conflicts, dilemmas, and double binds. 
In the following, again drawing on Engeström & Sannino (2011), we present the main features of these 
manifestations. 

Conflicts take the form of resistance, disagreement, argument and criticism. A conflict occurs when an 
individual feels negatively affected by another, e.g., there is a perceived divergence of interests. Critical conflicts 
are situations in which people face inner doubts that paralyze them confronted by contradictory motives. In 
social interaction, critical conflicts typically involve feelings of being violated or guilty (Sannino, 2008). The 
resolution of critical conflicts takes the form of finding sense in and negotiating new meaning for the initial 
situation. Such a resolution often takes the shape of personal emancipation.  

A dilemma implies a situation when a person is forced to make a choice between two courses of action, or 
between doing something or nothing. It can be an argument presenting equally conclusive alternatives. 
Dilemmas are expression of an exchange of incompatible evaluations between people or within a single person. 
It is commonly expressed in the form of hedges and hesitations.  

Double binds are processes in which the respondents face demanding and unacceptable alternatives in their 
activity system. In discourse, double binds are typically expressed with rhetorical questions of the type “What 
can we do?” a insistent need to do something and, at the same time, a perceived impossibility to act. The 
resolutions of double bind require practical, transformative and collective action that goes beyond words, the 
idea of “what to do next”. 

One activity-theoretical study (Yamagata-Lynch & Haudenschild, 2009) identifies inner contradictions and their 
sources in teachers’ professional development, and reveals a large gap between the teachers’ own 
professional-development motivation and goals and the activities designed and facilitated by their school 
districts and universities. As a result of this misalignment, the teachers are confronted by various challenges and 
obstacles in their attempts to improve their classroom practices A study (Cenci et al., 2016), concerning the 
challenges associated with inclusive education in Brazilian schools, reveals a lack of inclusion, and points out 
how the collective identification of tensions and the larger underlying societal contradictions enhance the 
development of teachers’ thinking about inclusive teaching practices. Pearson’s (2009) study focuses on the 
different conceptualizations among teacher trainees of terms such as “disability” and “special education”, and on 
the need for professional development in the context of English educational systems. According to the findings, 
the professional development of teachers and teacher trainees is a cornerstone in the development of inclusive 
education (Pearson, 2009).  

2. Method 
Our research concerned the manifestations of contradictions in the written responses to the open-ended questions 
that were included in a questionnaire completed by classroom teachers, subject teachers, special education 
teachers and teaching assistants whose pupils include SEN pupils. The participants were questioned on their 
concerns about teaching SEN pupils and why such issues worried them. First, the data was analysed using 
thematic coding for the kinds of concerns the data contained (Gibbs, 2007). We were inspired by the typology of 
discursive manifestation of contradictions developed by Engeström & Sannino (2011) for the analysis of data 
produced in interaction amongst a group of people (e.g., in a workplace development meeting), and we modified 
it for analysing our data of responses to the questions in a survey. Although this approach has been used in the 
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analysis of discussion, this distinction enabled the written answers to be interpreted through both content 
contradictions and also through the personal feelings expressed by the respondent.  

2.1 Research Participants and Data 

We conducted this study in a typical, medium-sized Finnish city of 40,000 residents, located outside the capital 
metropolitan area. All the teachers and teaching assistants consulted were familiar with the process of change in 
Finnish public education (CBEA 2010) and are expecting to implement it. The 186 respondents came from 14 
primary schools, three secondary and three special education public schools. The respondents were mostly 
female and over 40 years of age. The gender and age ratios reflected those of other schools around the country 
(Finnish National Board of Education, 2013). 

Of the 243 questionnaires distributed to the entire school staff in this city, 186 were returned, representing a 77 
per cent response rate. Eight participants failed to give information about their profession and were therefore 
excluded from the analysis. We also excluded the respondent group “other degree” because its representatives 
had various combinations of qualifications and were not officially qualified teachers.  

 

Table 1. The professional groups and the numbers of respondents 

Qualification n % 

Classroom teacher 58 35 
Special education teacher 29 17 
Subject teacher 35 21 
Teaching assistant  45 27 
Total 167 100 

 

2.2 Data Collection 

The data analysed in this paper was collected by means of a questionnaire (Paju et al., 2016), which had the aim 
of enhancing the in-service and further training of school staff when the CBEA 2010 was launched. The survey 
included background questions (age, gender, job title and qualifications), and two open-ended questions relating 
to successes and concerns in teaching SEN pupils. In open-ended questions, the participant supplies the answer, 
which is ideal when a researcher does not know all of the response possibilities and wants to explore all the 
options (Cresswell, 2005, p. 364). 

The principals of the schools in question were informed in advance about the questionnaire in one of their 
monthly meetings, the purpose being to motivate them to take part and also to give them assurances about 
confidentiality and their right to withdraw from the survey. The questionnaires were then sent to one principal, 
who agreed to coordinate its implementation and the distribution of information about it. This coordinating 
principal delivered the questionnaires to the participating principals, who further distributed them to the teachers 
in their respective schools. The teachers were given two weeks to answer, after which time the principals 
returned the completed forms in sealed envelopes to the coordinator, who submitted them to the researchers.  

2.3 Data Analysis 

In our analysis of contradictions, we first examined responses using thematic coding (Gibbs, 2007) and then 
moved onto the analysis of the manifestation of contradictions within these found themes. First, we repeatedly 
read the responses to the open-ended questions for the purpose of identifying and recoding parts that, in some 
sense, exemplified the same thing. The responses in each question ranged from single utterances of three words 
to two or three sentences. 20 of the 167 responses were left out the analysis because of missing responses or 
comments that failed to focus on concerns. We classified all responses in the four-group matrix as classroom 
teachers, subject teachers, special education teachers and teaching assistants. The responses were reviewed and 
rearranged as initial codes for each professional group to make sense of the main topics of the data set. We then 
organized the codes into themes before examining the manifestations of contradictions on the level of the school 
community (Engeström, 1987). Three main themes were formulated: 1) teaching activity (including tools, 
methods and materials) 2) community (relationships in mainstream classes and school) and 3) subject (teacher, 
teaching assistant). 

Thereafter we focused on processing the data of these three themes using the classification provided by 
Engeström & Sannino (2011) of the four qualitatively different types of manifestations of contradictions. More 
precisely, we sought linguistic cues from the data of each main theme to identify conflicts, critical conflicts, 
dilemmas and double binds. After a preliminary data analysis, we decided to modify Engeström & Sannino’s 



jel.ccsenet.org Journal of Education and Learning Vol. 7, No. 3; 2018 

15 

(2011) tool for the identification of linguistic cues (see table 2) of the manifestations of contradictions. We 
simplified the categorization so that it would be suitable for analyzing sentences bearing in mind the main focus 
of each type. For us, the linguistic cues consisted more of expressions rather than the appearance of single words 
such as “no” or “but”. We also removed the cues related to, for example, narrative issues. 

 

Table 2. Types of manifestations of contradictions (modified from Engeström & Sannino, 2011, p. 375).  

Manifestation Features Linguistic cues 

Conflict Neutral remarks or arguing Impersonal expressions, naming the concern without 
explanation 

Critical  
conflict 

Facing contradictory motives in social interaction: 
feeling violated or guilty 

Emotional expressions, the concern and reasons “why” 
indicate hopelessness and denial for some reason 

Double bind 
 
Dilemma 

Facing pressing and equally unacceptable 
alternatives in or between themes 
Expression of exchange of incompatible evaluations

Questions/comments, expressions of helplessness 
Expressing the need to do something, but facing some inner 
or outer barriers to overcome 

 

To identify the manifestations of contradictions in the data, all the responses of each theme were coded using MS 
Excel software. Also, the participants’ profession was marked with different colours. For dilemmas, we 
identified sentences in which the respondents were willing to do something but obstacles or barriers related to 
personal issues (such as competence) paralyzed them from acting. For conflicts, we identified expressions of 
denial and all other linguistic forms that related to the lack of something or a need state. Compared to critical 
conflict, dilemmas were, however, usually expressed as if there were possibilities to overcome the named barrier. 
For double binds, we identified the questions that the respondents proposed but could not find answers to and 
statements that expressed being “caught between a rock and a hard place” with no way out. Rhetorical questions 
proposed by the teachers in their responses, and data describing feelings of helplessness were also classified as 
double binds. Critical conflicts were coded when we encountered responses with a strong emotional tone, for 
example, doubting the truth of the statements of another professional group.  

3. Findings 
We will next report on the three most frequent themes in which the respondents reported concerns and struggles, 
namely in 1) the teaching activity of the mainstream classrooms including SEN pupils, 2) the SEN pupils’ 
relationship with the mainstream school community and 3) the staff’s own ability to teach SEN pupils among the 
mainstream class. Our findings are presented according to the three main themes together with our analysis of 
manifestations of contradictions related to each theme. The quantitative distribution (table 3) of manifestations is 
presented first.  

 

Table 3. Distribution of manifestations of contradictions 

Theme Conflicts Critical conflicts Double binds Dilemmas 

I    Teaching activity 6 10 17 17 
II   Community 8 7 18 23 
III Staff’s ability 14 15 5 7 

 

A comparison between themes shows that dilemmas and double binds are more frequent in the teaching activity 
(I) and community (II) themes than in the theme related to the staff’s ability (III). The occurrence of dilemmas in 
teaching activity and community indicates that the respondents felt the need to do something, but faced some 
barriers to implementing it. Also, concerning the double binds in these themes, the participants felt helpless, 
perceiving the impossibility of finding solutions in the daily practice of teaching.  

On the other hand, the contradictions in the third theme, dealing with staff’s perceived ability to teach SEN 
pupils, are focused more on conflicts and critical conflicts. A conflict reflects concern about their personal or 
professional incapability of teaching SEN pupils among mainstream pupils. The concern becomes critical when 
emotions are expressed. In the next section, selected excerpts are presented from the survey that represents 
teachers’ texts in which we depicted the manifestations of contradictions.  
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3.1 Manifestations of Contradictions within Teaching Activity in the Mainstream Classrooms Including SEN 
Pupils 

We will now present our findings related to the thematic coding in which we detected manifestations of 
contradictions related to the teaching activity in mainstream classroom contexts including SEN pupils. By 
teaching activity, we mean the teacher’s daily teaching of the class. This activity is mediated using various 
instruments and tools, such as the curriculum, teaching instructions and teaching materials directed at the 
enhancement of the learning of the pupils attending the class.  

The conflicts were related to both time management and the implementation of more personalized teaching in 
mainstream classes. In other words, planning materials and lessons for SEN pupils takes time, which is not 
currently available. Critical conflicts were expressed in the emotionally-laden statements that reflected even fear 
and disbelief about inclusive attempts in schools:  

“If they (SEN pupils) attend mainstream classes, how is their support arranged? Do they receive assistant 
services or does the mainstream pupils’ teaching suffer from this situation when many SEN pupils are 
attending the class. I’m extremely worried about the integration of pupils with special needs. Are we going 
to fail badly?” (Teaching assistant) 

A repeated dilemma concerned the pressures of time in relation to the needs for individual guidance and 
preparation of teaching activities suitable for SEN pupils:  

“The time is limited and I need to make compromises concerning the SEN pupil’s right to receive the 
teaching he/she needs.” (Special education teacher)  

Even though the special education teachers are educated to teach SEN pupils and hence have the profound 
knowledge and tools required for enhancing individual teaching, they often faced problems especially stemming 
from issues such as the lack of time, inadequate assisting services and lack of suitable teaching materials. The 
teaching assistants also suffered from multiple demands and time constraints when teaching SEN pupils within a 
mainstream classroom: 

“It’s important that SEN pupils will receive suitable materials and teaching overall, but there are so many 
others who also need help” (Teaching assistant).  

The subject teachers also struggled with time and clearly expressed a dilemma between time and the 
individualized teaching of the SEN pupil:  

I do not have time. Not at all. My main duty is to teach the group overall and there’s no time for single 
pupils.” (Subject teacher) 

The classroom teachers felt they could not differentiate and modify teaching sufficiently and the tension between 
the SEN pupils’ needs for personal guidance and teaching the rest of the class is visible. Here is an example of a 
dilemma arising between the needs of SEN pupils and the other pupils:  

“In a classroom with many pupils, one teacher can’t support SEN pupils enough” (Classroom teacher).  

They also experienced limited time in this double bind situation, when the teacher faces the pressing situation 
between the needs of SEN pupils and the others:  

“How can I give my time to an SEN pupil without excluding the others in the classroom?” (Classroom 
teacher)  

In summary, in our interpretation, the contradiction underlying the theme of teaching activity in mainstream 
classrooms including SEN pupils fell between two simultaneous needs. On the one hand, the need exists to 
provide high-quality general education while at the same time the teachers are expected to provide 
learner-centred and individualized special education within a single classroom context. This was especially 
challenging due to the lack of resources, such as time. Furthermore, the respondents stated that they are required 
by the school to acknowledge the SEN pupils’ special needs but at the same time they are expected to help them 
assimilate into the mainstream school system, treating them as class members equal to the mainstream pupils.  

3.2 Manifestations of Contradictions Related to the SEN Pupils’ Relationship with the Mainstream School 
Community 

We will now present our findings related to the thematic coding in which we detected manifestations of 
contradictions related to the SEN pupils’ relationship with the mainstream school community. In our analysis of 
the contradictions in the date, we found three main issues, namely SEN pupils’ assimilation in the mainstream, 
the group dynamics of change and the possibility of bullying. The teachers’ aim assimilating SEN pupils in the 
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mainstream class often changed the dynamics of the current climate of the classroom. The following critical 
conflict, described by a classroom teacher, concerning the mainstream pupils’ safety when SEN pupils are in the 
same school community, is also in this line:  

How about the other pupils? What are their rights? How about safety?” (Classroom teacher)  

The quote describes the emotional exhaustion of attempting to manage in a difficult situation when an SEN pupil 
might be threatening to others.  

Some teaching assistants raised dilemmas about the SEN pupils’ assimilation into the new mainstream 
classroom:  

“How can a new pupil manage in the new class community? The classes can be so united and coherent and 
the atmosphere can be very negative towards new “outsiders””. (Teaching assistant)  

In some double bind cases, the climate of the school community was said to be unstable and problematic, which 
inhibited the SEN pupil’s acceptance in the mainstream class. Also, the other pupils’ bullying of the SEN pupils 
increased the teachers’ feelings of helplessness and even created fear of possible conflicts that might occur in the 
community. Some special education teachers seemed rather defensive about the inclusion attempts of the SEN 
pupils, expressing, for example, the presence of the SEN pupils as a matter of “interference” in the school 
community:  

“How about the mainstream class, can they welcome a new pupil who will interfere with the group 
dynamic?” (Special education teacher). 

The dilemmas detected demonstrate the simultaneous need to include SEN pupils in the community and the risk 
of failure due to the reactions of the community:  

“It is important that the SEN pupil doesn’t feel him/herself to be an outsider and could make friends. But 
I’m worrying whether he/she gets new friends and becomes part of the group.” (Teaching assistant)  

Resource-based issues, such as the lack of time and facilities and large group sizes were reported as inhibiting 
individualized teaching of the SEN pupils. Some teachers were supportive of the SEN pupils’ position and 
proposed a reduction in the class size, as in the following example of a double bind:  

“I need more time for the new (SEN) pupil, but then I have to skip something else. There should be fewer 
general pupils instead, which I don’t believe would happen.” (Classroom teacher)  

In summary, in our interpretation, the contradiction underlying the theme of the SEN pupils’ relationship with 
the mainstream school community relates to the two opposing operational logics of the community. The 
dominant logic, which has evolved over time, seems to be based on the idea of “integration of the SEN into the 
community” or even the logic of “interference of the SEN in the community”. Alongside this logic, there is an 
emerging and quite acute need for change. Reading the teachers’ responses, this need for change seems to arise 
from the official implementation of the principles in the CBEA (2010). One of the core developmental 
challenges for mainstream schools in Finland would be to attempt to transform this dominant logic into a new 
logic of inclusive participation, in which all pupils are equal. By inclusive participation, we refer to the need to 
treat SEN pupils in the mainstream class as equal class members, rather than just placing them there.  

3.3 Manifestations of Contradictions in the Staff’s own Ability to Teach SEN Pupils among the Mainstream 
Class  

We will now present our findings related to the thematic coding in which we detected manifestations of 
contradictions related to the teacher’s and teaching assistant’s own ability to teach SEN pupils among the 
mainstream class. Named conflicts related to the professional ability to teach pupil with special needs. As for 
critical conflicts, the expressions illustrated the lack of training in special education and the resulting insecurity 
about implementing teaching without professional competence.  

Some classroom teachers experienced the successful handling of the opposing needs of the mainstream and SEN 
pupils as extremely demanding:  

“I can’t manage these, because I’m not a special education teacher and I’m not educated to deal with these 
things. I want to be a general classroom teacher”. (Classroom teacher) 

Subject teachers and classroom teachers in particular expressed emotional exhaustion, which can be identified as 
a critical conflict. The lack of time emerged strongly again in the responses. The words “ever”, “never” in the 
following examples indicated the feeling of hopelessness. 
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“How can I ever succeed in this impossible task! If I haven’t studied special education, I really can’t do 
things that are needed.” (Subject teacher) 

“With my skills, knowledge and time, is it really enough? Never.” (Classroom teacher) 

A frequently presented double bind situation relating to the division between mainstream and special education 
were perceived as the SEN pupils needing a vast amount of teachers’ competence and their lack of special 
training. Classroom teachers and subject teachers acknowledged the need for more personalized teaching 
methods:  

“How can I pay attention to all pupils in the large mainstream class? Even now teaching the so-called 
“ordinary child” is quite complicated and takes all my resources”. (Classroom teacher)  

However, the resources for teaching SEN pupils individually were missing, due to the classroom and subject 
teachers’ lack of knowledge in special education. The double bind between general and special is visible in the 
following:  

“What are the main goals for an SEN pupil’s learning? How can I teach towards those goals so that I will 
take into account his/her special needs and at the same time take care of others’ learning?” (Subject 
teacher)  

In double binds, there is again a pressure situation related to the uncertainty about doing the “right things”. The 
situation seems hopeless, because of the inadequate training in teacher education. In the next excerpt, the “but” 
demonstrates this, as does the second example with its rhetorical question, not expecting the answer. 

“I do my best, but I’m not sure if I can help her/him properly.” (Classroom teacher) 

“How can I support all pupils? Teacher training doesn’t prepare us to teach SEN pupils.” (Classroom 
teacher) 

All these features of contradictions relating to the participants’ perceived inability to teach SEN pupils among 
mainstream pupils emphasize the recurring dilemma between the expected aims of the “best” teaching and the 
participants’ own understanding of it. It is obvious that the beliefs of the school staff in their ability influences 
their practical work. For example, teachers who consider themselves to be competent professionals tend to 
implement more innovative instructional strategies and approaches in classroom management. In summary, in 
our interpretation, the contradiction underlying the theme of the teacher’s own ability to teach SEN pupils among 
the mainstream class relates to the changed needs of the SEN pupils and the teacher groups’ lack of knowledge 
of “up-to-date” special education. 

4. Discussion 
The aim of this study has been to widen our understanding of the manifestations of contradictions in mainstream 
classrooms that include SEN pupils, in order to improve inclusive teaching practices. In the study, we conducted 
a thematic coding and utilized a framework for the analysis of discursive manifestations of contradictions of data 
gathered via a survey of Finnish schools that are expected to provide inclusive education. We argue that 
revealing the complexity of concerns and identifying certain elements are necessary steps on the way to 
understanding and enhancing the process of inclusive education. Our written data includes four types of 
manifestations of contradictions, namely conflicts, critical conflicts, dilemmas, and double binds. Within these 
types, we revealed the emotional responses of the educational staff, such as feelings of uncertainty, anxiety and 
frustration in relation to teaching activity, handling social relations in mainstream and their own professional 
ability. These critical conflicts, experienced with strong emotions, are the signs that need to be recognized and 
somehow taken under critical reflection, which means considering what those expressions are all about and how 
to make them explicit in a purposeful way. 

Overall, our analyses of the contradictions within the three themes revealed several important conflicts in the 
change experienced by the teachers themselves, for example, person-centred teaching among all pupils. Many of 
the respondents felt that they lack up-to-date knowledge about teaching SEN pupils and that they need more 
training and guidance. Teachers’ perceptions of their own professional competence and knowledge necessary for 
the successful inclusion of students with disabilities in their classrooms have also been reported as being a 
particular concern to teachers in a number of other studies (Paju et al., 2016; Forlin, 2008). The problem of 
limited time was mentioned in all the presented themes. In addition, the issue of workload is quoted as a major 
concern for teachers (Saloviita & Schaffus, 2016; Engelbrecht et al., 2013). Creating opportunities for 
recognizing the conflicts and sharing ideas together in the workplace could drive these conflicts towards joint 
reflection and new ideas.  
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Concerning the manifestations of contradictions presented in this article, dilemmas and double binds dealt with 
quite similar alternatives and barriers. Under the three themes-teaching activity, relationship among pupils and 
staff’s perceived ability-participants felt there were two options in their work: whether to serve the interests of 
the SEN pupils or of the other pupils. Amongst the dilemmas, there are barriers to overcome, but in the situation 
of double binds, a feeling of helplessness occurs. At the school level, for the school principal, initial knowledge 
of the types of contradiction would provide an opportunity to develop critical awareness in the staff of the 
contradictory motives and unacceptable alternatives offered by the oppositing arguments.  

Our findings indicate that the concept of inclusive education is strongly related to special education and 
integration of the SEN into mainstream classroom in practice. Magnusson (2016) emphasizes the need for a 
clearer definition and discussion of the priorities of inclusive education in terms of education policy. A common 
understanding of what is meant by inclusion and what it aims to do has not yet been achieved among the 
different teacher groups. Our findings demonstrate that despite the official implementation of the principles in 
the CBEA (2010) that support inclusive principles in the Finnish school system, the teacher groups still conduct 
their teaching based on an aspect of integration rather than that of inclusion. The need for change in this 
traditional “logic of inclusion” in Finnish education system is demanding for the teachers and teaching assistants 
and instigated emotionally-laden double binds and critical conflicts in our respondents.  

Most manifestations of the contradictions detected in our study related to the implementation of teaching activity 
in the mainstream classrooms including SEN pupils. Struggles in balancing the resources between mainstream 
class teaching and learner-centred and individualized special education teaching were visible in our data. 
Previous results indicate that resources and effective support systems can establish positive attitudes and a 
willingness to work inclusively (Běsić et al., 2016; Avramidis & Norwich, 2002). It is clear that successful 
inclusive practices require more resources and possibilities for cooperative teaching, but also methods for using 
these resources with the common vision of inclusion. Our study suggests that the classroom and subject teachers 
need in-service training in differentiating teaching in terms of more person-centred education.  

In Finland, teachers are considered to be autonomous experts with strong professional accountability (Sahlberg, 
2011) as well as having a strong professional specialization in a specific area of teaching (classroom teachers, 
subject teachers and special education teachers) (Paju et al., 2016). Based on our findings, we argue that all 
aspects of expertise and collaboration amongst staff members are particularly important for solving the 
pedagogical questions in daily practice. A network-based approach, in which different viewpoints of 
contradictions are considered, could expand the overall understanding and thus break down the potentially 
restrictive boundaries between the professionals.  

The present study has its limitations. The data was gathered by using a questionnaire. The activity theoretical 
framework (of Engeström & Sannino, 2011) for the analysis of manifestations of contradictions was initially 
designed for studying interactive group discussions and its fit for our analysis of responses to open questions in a 
survey can be debated. Nevertheless, we believe that the analysis revealed the respondents’ individual reflections 
and thus adds to the framework.  

5. Conclusions 
Our findings revealed contradictions that need to be recognized in the educational field. School staff has many 
concerns that could be identify through its manifestations of contradictions. Concerns can be conflicts with 
strong emotions or dilemmas with two struggling options to consider. Or concerns can lead situation of double 
binds, when the person is “caught between rock and the hard place”. Mamas & Avramidis (2013) point out the 
need for the radical transformation of teachers’ instructional strategies so as to generate an inclusive ethos. Thus, 
it is important to increase teachers’ understanding of inclusive education and what they perceive as the barriers 
to its implementation.  

The contradictions reported in our study are a learning challenge for the school communities studied as well as 
for the Finnish educational system. Converting the contradictions into drivers for the improvement of inclusive 
teaching and learning practices is an essential developmental challenge. We suggest that a network-based 
approach embracing collaborative teaching models is needed to promote and qualitatively improve inclusive 
pedagogical practices and discussion of the contradictions openly. Given the productive effects of power, 
teachers can be empowered through analysing professional practices and also their own values and beliefs 
(Liasidou, 2015, p. 63). Based on the research on co-teaching teams in schools, Fluijt, Bakker, & Struyf (2016) 
conclude that such teams can formulate their own targets for development that benefit both their pupils and also 
their own professionalism. Our next step is to report our findings to the school staff of the contexts studied in 
Finland with the aim of together creating new forms of collaboration, inclusive educational practices and tools to 
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enhance the SEN pupils’ learning and social inclusion. Our study will potentially contribute to the development 
of teaching practices and tool creation for use in teaching SEN pupils in mainstream schools as part of teacher 
training programmes at Finnish universities and in local schools. 
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