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Abstract 
Schools in various parts of the world still have in their agendas the improvement of the quality of 
school processes and students' learning. Inclusion is one of the main schools' concern as inclusive 
education remains as one of the important goals of political agendas and educational reforms 
internationally. At present, Portugal is working on important changes in the educational system, 
enacting a clear legal framework for the inclusion of all students, attending diversity. These important 
political changes challenge teachers, schools, and communities to change. Previous research 
highlights the central role of teachers perspectives about diversity, inclusion, and education on school 
improvements related to inclusive education. The general objective of the research presented here 
was to explore the perspective of Portuguese teachers about the challenges of inclusive education. 
This study adopted a methodology of a qualitative nature. The instrument used to collect the data was 
an open-ended questionnaire focus on schools’ strengths and weaknesses related to inclusive 
education. The questionnaire was administered to 450 teachers, which allowed knowledge of 
strengths and weaknesses perceived by teachers when attending to diversity and making schools 
more inclusive. Teachers reported the acceptance and respect to the differences, the provision of 
support for students and the teachers and students cooperation as the most valuable strengths of 
Portuguese schools. Teachers also reported the limited resources and insufficient professional 
development opportunities related to inclusion as weaknesses of the Portuguese schools. Therefore, 
the conclusions pointed to the need to continue working for the development of more inclusive 
conditions and practices in schools. 
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Schools in various parts of the world still have in their agendas the improvement of the quality of school 
processes and students' learning. Inclusion is one of the main schools' concern as inclusive education 
remains as one of the critical goals of political agendas and educational reforms internationally (OECD 
2015; UNESCO 2017). The debate about inclusion has gained more considerable attention in the last 
decades, both in policy, research and practice, but the meaning of inclusive education remains to 
confuse and, sometimes, controversial (Azorín & Ainscow, 2018). Even though there is a generalized 
and unquestionable idea of inclusive schools and inclusive education, the practice is sometimes 
contradictory. The interpretation of terms such as inclusive education or inclusive schools varies 
significantly across Europe, so it is essential and useful to clarify and agree upon several concepts and 
their definition (Kyriazopoulou & Weber, 2009). 
Diversity and inclusion are seen as one of the most difficult challenges for teachers, schools and, also, 
for communities (Shyman, 2015). Some authors argue that inclusion is a journey, an ongoing and never-
ending process of continuous change and improvement through all learners’ participation and learning 
(Ekins, 2017; Nguyen, 2015). It is, therefore, necessary to promote reflection about what inclusion 
means and what actions need to be taken to move policy and practice in a more inclusive direction 
(Azorín & Ainscow, 2018). 
Considering inclusion as the principled approach to education and society, teachers, students, other 
educational stakeholders, and persons in general, need to learn, not only, how to live with difference, but 
also and mostly, how to learn from the difference (Azorín & Ainscow, 2018). Specifically, teachers need 
to be open to change and seek innovative ways to respond appropriately to all students (López-Azuaga 
& Riveiro, 2018), taking advantage of the differences. 
Teachers’ perception of diversity, inclusion, and education must be explored to improve schools 
inclusiveness. A school contextual analysis would be an important baseline to detect areas of 
improvement to render schools more inclusive (Azorín & Ainscow, 2018; López-Azuaga & Riveiro, 
2018). Explore, understand and improve teachers’ perspectives about the challenges of inclusive 
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education is one of the starting points of the journey of becoming a more inclusive school. It is vital for 
schools to establish a shared understanding of inclusion as well as to be aware of their strengths and 
weaknesses, so that can help draw people together around a common purpose (Azorín & Ainscow, 
2018).  
The overall aim of this paper was to explore the perspective of Portuguese teachers about the 
challenges of inclusive education. At present, Portugal is working on important changes in the 
educational system, enacting a clear legal framework for the inclusion of all students, attending diversity. 
These critical political changes are challenging teachers, schools, and communities to change their 
views and practices. 

1 METHODOLOGY 

1.1 Aim of the study 
The overall aim of this research was to explore the perspective of Portuguese teachers about the 
challenges of inclusive education. Specifically, we aimed to identify the main strengths and weaknesses 
deriving from the valuation that teachers make about inclusive education in their schools and 
classrooms. This study adopted a methodology of a qualitative nature.  

1.2 Participants and procedures 
The study was conducted with a sample of principals, teachers and other educational professionals from 
Portuguese schools. Participants were recruited nationally, through an invitation letter sent by email to 
the principals of the Portuguese schools. School principals mediated contact with the potential 
participants. Informed consent was obtained from participants, from the school boards and the ministry 
of education, as required by the Portuguese Ministry of Education. No compensation was provided, and 
participants were guaranteed full confidentiality. All questionnaires were anonymous. Questionnaires 
were completed by participants on an online version, accessed through a link, sent with the invitation 
letter. Data were collected between March 2019 and April 2019. 
The final sample consisted of 450 participants. The sample was composed of 18,26% of males and 
81,74% of females. Participants aged 26 to 66 years (M=49,73, SD=7.51).  

1.3 Instrument 
The instrument used to collect the data was the Contexts, Resources and Processes questionnaire 
(Carvalho, Azevedo, Vale, Fonseca & Portela, in preparation), the Portuguese version of Themis 
Inclusion Tool (Azorín & Ainscow, 2018). For this study, we are only using the two open-ended questions 
of the questionnaire, focus on schools’ strengths and weaknesses related to inclusive education. The 
questions considered are the next ones: (1) Indicate three positive aspects regarding inclusive education 
in your classroom/school and; (2) Indicate three negative aspects that you would like to change 
regarding inclusive education in your classroom/school. 

1.4 Data analysis 
The answers were analyzed using content analyses procedures with the support of Nvivo, version 12. 
For the analyses, a previous grid with categories, based on the original version of the questionnaire, 
was used (cf. table 1). 

Table 1. Categories grid for analyses. 

Dimensions Categories 

School inclusive context Education policy; Pro inclusion values; Diversity; Collaboration; Leadership; Family 
and school links; Community engagement; Teacher and student relationships; 
Social vision and acceptance. 

Resources for inclusion Human resources; Training; Material resources; Technological resources; Physical 
resources. 

Inclusive processes Education process; System of support; Teaching; Students cooperation and 
acceptance; Students behavior, choice, and involvement; Evaluation; Results; 
Organizational conditions; Curricular flexibility; Class organization of times and 
spaces; Flexible heterogenous groups; Transitions between stages. 
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2 RESULTS 
Participants identified the strengths and weaknesses of inclusive education in their schools and 
classrooms related to the context of the school, processes of inclusive education and resources that 
support teachers and school work.   

2.1 Strengths 

2.1.1 School inclusive context 
The idea of inclusive education and the pro-inclusion values is the positive aspect more referred by 
participants. Collaboration between teachers as well as collaboration between teachers and other 
stakeholders is the second aspect more referred to as one of the positive aspects of their context. 
Leadership vision and support from inclusive teams were also considered as one of the positive 
aspects. Other aspects related to family and community engagement, diversity and inclusive 
education policies and teacher and student relationships were mentioned (cf. table 2). 

Table 2. Strengths related to school inclusive context. 

 Frequency Percentage 
Pro inclusion values 137 17,3% 
Collaboration 58 7,3% 
Leadership 32 4,0% 
Diversity 29 3,7% 
Family and school links 22 2,8% 
Community engagement 14 1,8% 
Education policy 11 1,4% 
Teacher and student relationships 9 1,1% 

2.1.2 Resources for inclusion 
The quality of human resources (teachers and other professionals) was the positive aspect most 
referred related to resources. The existence of other types of resources and specific professional 
training were mentioned (cf. table 3). 

Table 3. Strengths related to resources for inclusion. 

 Frequency Percentage 
Human resources 44 5,5% 
Material resources 15 1,9% 
Training 13 1,6% 
Technological resources 8 1,0% 
Physical resources 5 0,6% 

2.1.3 Inclusive processes 
Participants referred to the multiple pedagogical options and measures, from universal to additional 
supports, as one of the strengths related to inclusive processes. Teaching process (planning, 
implementation, and monitoring) and education process (planning for all students in the classroom and 
organizing extra activities) were also referred to as important strengths. Aspects like pedagogical and 
organizational conditions were also identified (cf. table 4). 
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Table 4. Strengths related to inclusive processes. 

 Frequency Percentage 
System of support 92 11,6% 
Teaching 71 9,0% 
Education process 60 7,6% 
Students cooperation and acceptance 46 5,8% 
Evaluation 34 4,3% 
Results 26 3,3% 
Organizational conditions 22 2,8% 
Curricular flexibility 14 1,8% 
Students behavior, choice, and involvement 13 1,6% 
Class organization of times and spaces 10 1,3% 
Flexible heterogenous groups 6 0,8% 
Transitions between stages 2 0,3% 

2.2 Weaknesses 

2.2.1 School inclusive context 
The collaboration of the family and the relation between school and family was one of the most 
referred negative aspects. Challenges of attending diversity and implementation difficulties related to 
education policy of inclusion were the other negative aspects most referred (cf. table 5). 

Table 5. Weaknesses related to school inclusive context. 

 Frequency Percentage 

Family and school links 31 3,5% 

Diversity 28 3,2% 

Education policy  22 2,5% 

Collaboration 16 1,8% 

Pro inclusion values 9 1,0% 

Leadership 9 1,0% 

Social vision and acceptance 8 0,9% 

Community engagement 4 0,5% 

2.2.2 Resources for inclusion 
The number of human resources (teachers and other professionals) as well as their motivation for 
work as a teacher were the negative aspects most referred related to resources. Other types of 
resources and teachers training for inclusion were also frequently referred to as negative aspects (cf. 
table 6). 

Table 6. Weaknesses related to resources for inclusion. 

 Frequency Percentage 

Human resources 198 22,3% 

Training 69 7,8% 

Material resources 66 7,4% 

Physical resources 54 6,1% 

Technological resources 27 3,0% 
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2.2.3 Inclusive processes 
Participants referred to organizational conditions such as bureaucratic work, the number of students 
per class, lack of hours for individual work, timetables disarticulated as significant weaknesses related 
to inclusive processes. Education process (planning for all students in the classroom and organizing 
extra activities) and system of support (several measures to all students) were also referred to as 
weaknesses. Other pedagogical and organizational conditions were mentioned (cf. table 7). 

Table 7. Weaknesses related to inclusive processes. 

 Frequency Percentage 
Organizational conditions  179 20,2% 

Education process  48 5,4% 

System of support 35 4,0% 

Evaluation  25 2,8% 

Teaching 16 1,8% 

Students behavior, choice, and involvement 14 1,6% 

Students cooperation and acceptance 10 1,1% 

Results  6 0,7% 

Flexible heterogenous groups 6 0,7% 

Class organization of times and spaces 4 0,5% 

Curricular flexibility 2 0,2% 

3 CONCLUSIONS 
This paper explored the knowledge of strengths and weaknesses perceived by teachers when 
attending to diversity and making schools more inclusive. Teachers reported the acceptance and 
respect to the differences, the provision of support for students, and the teachers and students 
cooperation as the most valuable strengths of Portuguese schools. Nevertheless, teachers reported 
limited resources and insufficient professional development opportunities related to inclusion.  

Our results seem to point to the idea that diversity is seen both as a value and a challenge considering 
the need of respecting diversity and differences while ensuring participation and providing a high-
quality education for all children and youth (European Agency for Development in Special Needs 
Education, 2011). The negative aspects or barriers identified by the participants are challenges to be 
considered when planning for a more inclusive culture. 

Participants referred to the agreement and value of pro-inclusion ideas but also identified diversity as 
one of the negative aspects. Even though participants value inclusion as a way of attending diversity, 
this same diversity in the classroom is seen as a challenge for teachers when planning and teaching 
lessons for all students. Forlin, Sharma, Loreman & Sprunt (2015) identified potential barriers to 
inclusive classroom practice such as large class sizes, lack of resources, inadequate policy 
implementation procedures, lack of multitiered skills and knowledge, insufficient support to implement 
effective inclusive practices, inadequate teacher training about inclusive education, criticism of 
teachers, and poor understanding about the importance of a quality education system to meet all 
student’s needs. Our results also highlight some of these barriers. Participants identified specific 
organizational conditions as a weakness that minimize the relevance and impact of the support 
system offered by Portuguese law. Inspired on the multi-tiered system of support model (Sailor, 2014; 
Sailor, McCart & Choi, 2018; Witzel & Clarke, 2015), a diverse number of supports for all students, 
from universal to additional measures, are offered. Despite participants valued this characteristic of 
the Portuguese schools, large class size, limited hours for individual teachers work, and poor policy 
implementation are negative aspects that interfere with the efficacy of the multi-tiered system of 
support for inclusion. Aspects related to human resources (e.g., lack resources, inadequate teacher 
training) are also considered a barrier for effective inclusion, which is aligned with previous research 
(cf. Forlin et al., 2015). However, despite the reduced number of resources, the existing professionals 
are considered of quality.  
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It can be argued that the essential aspects of policies implementation does not guarantee. 
Governments cannot effectively implement their policies on inclusive education when the system is 
unprepared (Forlin et al., 2015). Participants answers highlighted significant fragilities that need to be 
tackled in Portuguese schools and classrooms. One crucial example regards to curricular flexibility 
that is one of the Portuguese political ideas for supporting inclusive education. The political discourse, 
as well as the laws enacted, identify schools autonomy and curricular flexibility as one of the most 
critical endeavors in attending diversity. However, in this study, a limited number of participants have 
referred curricular flexibility or related aspects, what seems to indicate that teachers have overlooked 
flexibility and innovation as ways to respond to all students. 

Therefore, the conclusions point to the need for continuing work for the development of more inclusive 
conditions and practices. Schools and professionals should start reviewing their journey to becoming 
more inclusive, starting with the meanings of inclusion. As stated by Azorín and Ainscow (2018), it is 
necessary a shared understanding of inclusion to work on the common purpose of inclusive education. 
Additionally, teachers must discuss the strengths and weaknesses of each context and plan further 
improvements. Future policies should be informed by this actual vision and actions of schools and 
professionals. 
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