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ABSTRACT 

 The literature highlights the significance of inclusive education in addressing the diverse 

needs of learners, as well as the importance of teachers possessing the necessary understanding 

and skills to implement it effectively. As a result, this study explored my inclusive practice 

using a collaborative self-study research design in a South African high school in the Umlazi 

District. The study aimed to understand how my personal history contributed to my interest in 

inclusive education. The study also explored how my two experienced colleagues (critical 

friends) and I experience inclusive education and, why we need to implement inclusive 

education using an intersectional lens. I employed a qualitative self-study methodological 

approach and used memory work, reflective journals, mind-maps and discussions to generate 

data and address my aim. The findings revealed that a) my past personal experiences developed 

and elevated my interest in inclusive education, b) learners with intersecting identities face 

multiple forms of exclusions, leading to feelings of invisibility and isolation, c) we (my critical 

friends and I) lacked sufficient understanding and capacities to address the intersections, 

diversity and inclusive education. This unpreparedness ultimately resulted in inadequate 

support and accommodation towards learners and awareness of the complexities of inclusive 

education. It also encouraged me to recognise and value the diversity of learners' experiences 

and identities. In light of these findings, I recommended the need to promote diversity, create 

inclusive environments and cultivate inclusive education by accommodating learners’ multiple 

identities.   

KEYWORDS: Diversity, Inclusive Education, Intersectionality, Self-study 
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CHAPTER ONE  

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 
1.1 Introduction  

According to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO] (2017), 

inclusive education focuses on minimising barriers to participation in education for marginalised 

individuals and groups. The movement to promote inclusive education emerged globally over 30 years 

ago, in response to the exclusion of diverse groups of learners (Ainscow, 2020; Engelbrecht et al., 

2016). Despite this, the implementation of inclusive education remains a challenge in present 

educational institutions for various reasons in both global (Donath et al., 2023; Graham, 2020; Moberg 

et al., 2020) and local contexts (Dube, 2020; Li & Ruppar, 2021). This study, therefore, attempts to 

address this problem by adopting a self-study research design which enables teachers to critically 

evaluate their professional practice (Hauge, 2021). This study sought to explore and improve my 

inclusive practice using a collaborative self-study research design in a South African high school in 

the Umlazi District. The study aimed to establish how my personal history contributed to my interest 

in inclusive education. The study also explored how my critical friends and I experience inclusive 

education and why we need to implement inclusive education using an intersectional lens. Adopting a 

research design focusing on our (my critical friends and I) self-reflection, this study sought to make a 

unique contribution as there is a scarcity of research on inclusive education using self-study methods 

(Ireri et al., 2020; Mncube & Lebopa, 2019). This chapter presents the background, the research 

purpose and the rationale of the study. The overview of the thesis is also presented in the sections 

below.   

1.2 Background of the study  

The harsh laws of segregation and exclusion adopted by the apartheid government in South  

Africa’s historical background are a direct contrast to the values of inclusive education (Engelbrecht, 

2020; Ireri et al., 2020; Mncube & Lebopa, 2019).  Although South African education existed prior to 

the arrival of the Dutch Colonists in 1652 when the National Party won the election in 1948, racial 

discrimination had a significant impact on the country’s education system (Jansen, 1990; Seroto, 

2018). This led to oppression and discrimination in schools attended by non-White learners. 

Discrimination and exclusion of learners in the education system were based mainly on race, where 
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Black children suffered the greatest oppression from apartheid education (Dewsbury & Brame, 2019; 

Donohue & Bornman, 2014). White schools received most of the resources, while their Black 

counterparts received limited resources and were subject to the Bantu Education Act no. 47 of 1953, 

which used education to oppress Black South Africans. In addition, Black learners with learning 

disabilities experienced a double disadvantage: first, because of their race and second, because of their 

learning disabilities and/or physical disabilities (Gallo, 2020; Sayed et al., 2020).   

 During the apartheid era, in addition to race, learners with physical and mental disabilities also 

experienced discrimination and exclusion (Bettercourt et al., 2018). Therefore, the admission of Black 

learners with learning disabilities was subject to rigid admission requirements. On the one hand, White 

special schools were fully resourced, while Black special schools were under-resourced and unable to 

cater adequately for different learning needs (Donohue & Bornman, 2014; White & Van Dyk, 2019). 

Also, of concern was that the Bantu Education (Act no. 47 of 1953) formed part of racial 

marginalisation and was utilised as a tool to promote inequality among races further (Gallo, 2020). 

During this time, Black South African races were taught basic skills that were meant to equip them to 

be better servants of White South Africans, while Black learners with other special learning needs were 

not given that much attention. This clearly indicated that inclusion and exclusion were mainly based 

on race.  

In 1994, after the Apartheid era, a new democratic government was elected to rectify the imbalances 

of the past. The democratic government developed new policies that were meant to serve as a vehicle 

to achieve equality and freedom (Afolabi, 2014). Several regulations were in place to ensure that all 

learners were granted equal learning opportunities. In Section 29(1) of the Constitution of the Republic 

of South Africa, Act No. 108 of 1996 (RSA, 1996), for instance, it is stated that everyone is entitled to 

basic education, equal learning opportunities and non-discrimination (Ndayi, 2020; Strohwald, 2021). 

Even though the main focus of the newly appointed government was to include all learners, the 

imbalances that dominated the apartheid era still continued. Thus, White Paper 6: Special Needs 

Education, Building an Inclusive Education and Training System was published (Department of 

Education [DoE], 2001) was implemented to overcome these inequalities in the education system.   

1.3 Problem statement  

The aim of the White Paper 6 (DoE, 2001) was to ensure that all learners are granted equal 

opportunities to access, participate and achieve at schools by establishing inclusive environments. This 
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policy aimed at addressing the needs of all learners, especially those with learning disabilities; and to 

redress the segregation that resulted from the apartheid education (Makgato et al., 2022). The White 

Paper 6 (DoE, 2001) encourages teachers to acknowledge and respect the varied learners’ needs in 

terms of race, age, gender, language, ethnicity, class, ability, infectious diseases and socioeconomic 

statuses, indicating that all learners should be allowed to learn, regardless of their diverse and 

intersecting learning needs.  However, even though this paper was institutionalised in 2001 as part of 

the transformation process aimed at ensuring an inclusive education and training system for all 

(Kowalczuk-Waledziak et al., 2020); research reveals that some learners’ needs have not yet been met 

thus far in the education system (Engelbrecht, 2020; Ireri et al., 2020; Mncube & Lebopa, 2019).  

Hence, despite the advent of the White Paper 6 (DoE, 2001), inclusive education remains an unrealised 

dream.  Mncube and Lebopa (2019, p. 146) state that, “despite various attempts aimed at successful 

implementation of inclusive education in schools; not much has been achieved in this regard”. The 

authors suggest that there is a lack of sufficient training on the implementation of inclusive education. 

When research by Ntombela (2011) explored teachers’ understandings and perceptions of inclusive 

education, they found that most teachers had little information, support, or training concerning 

inclusive education. As a result, Ireri et al. (2020) and Mncube and Lebopa (2019) point out that 

implementing inclusive education in South Africa has been challenging to achieve. Similarly, 

Engelbrecht (2020) argues that despite it being many years after the Apartheid era, the implementation 

of inclusive education in mainstream schools remains controversial. Hence, Mncube and Lebopa 

(2019) maintain that continuous training and support for teachers on inclusive education is required to 

maximise the successful implementation of inclusive education. Teachers therefore require skills to 

deliver the curriculum based on the learners’ specified needs.  

 Research reveals that teacher effectiveness determines the value schools provide to learners 

(Hanushek, 2014; Mncube & Lebopa, 2019). Effective teachers make an impact when they create 

inclusive learning environments that welcome all learners. Hence, this study aims to improve our 

effectiveness by adopting a self-study design that examines my and other teachers’ perspectives on 

inclusive education. The purpose of the self-study research is to provide teachers with skills to improve 

their teaching practices (Pithouse-Morgan, 2022). In this study, I therefore attempt to tap into my past 

personal experiences regarding inclusion in a school, with the aim of improving my current inclusive 

teaching practices.   
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1.4 Rationale  

During my teenage years in high school, I had the opportunity to learn alongside two classmates who 

had albinism. These learners were not treated well in my community due to the colour of their skin. 

There were myths surrounding albinism that instilled fear in these learners. They were told that 

Sangomas (traditional healers) steal their bodies to produce muthi (traditional medicine) to sell to 

people who wanted to get rich. Also, others mocked, laughed at and looked down upon these learners, 

with some learners even going as far as uttering painful comments like, “We are poor, yet we have 

people we can use to get rich”. This implied that their body parts could be used to create medicine to 

make people rich. Sadly, the discrimination experienced by these learners resulted in them dropping 

out of school, as they could not bear the negativity that they received at school.  Teachers at that time 

did not pay attention to this kind of oppression, and nothing was done to assist the marginalised 

learners. The scenario described above was the  starting point for my interest in inclusive education.   

I personally believe that everyone has a right to learn, irrespective of their diverse learning needs. 

Diversity refers to the peoples’ differences due to various factors which may include the unique 

characteristics that create individuals’ similarities and differences (Done, 2019; Servaes et al., 2022; 

Thomas & Macnab, 2022). In the context of inclusive education, differences need to be recognised and 

valued. In other words, people must be treated as individuals with positive regard, despite differences. 

However, over the years, inclusive education has mainly focused on the inclusion of disabled learners 

(Artiles, 2013; Aziz et al., 2016; Bettercourt et al., 2018); and little focus has been placed on learners 

who are affected by other identity categories.  Considering that the education system consists of diverse 

learners from different backgrounds, all diversities should be considered to maximise the successful 

implementation of inclusive education in schools. This study was therefore motivated by this gap in 

research, as many studies on inclusive education just focus on disability.   

I decided to use a self-study research design as I believe that teachers are essential tools for achieving 

inclusive education in schools. In my current employ where I work as a teacher, many learners face 

different challenges. Some are living in child-headed homes, some experience rape, while others hail 

from households where the parents abuse alcohol. These factors affect the learners’ daily school lives, 

such that some even go as far as dropping out. Self-study research encourages teachers to improve their 

professional practice by reflecting on and analysing their teaching methods and classroom interactions 

(Kortjass, 2020; Loughran, 2007; Pithouse-Morgan, 2022). Hence, adopting this research design 
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assisted me in reflecting on how my past influences my current practices. I believe that when a teacher 

knows how to reflect and transform their practices, teaching inclusively becomes an easier task.   

  

1.5 Purpose of the study    

The purpose of this study was to explore and improve my inclusive practice using a collaborative self-

study research design in a South African High School in the Umlazi district. The study aimed to 

understand how my personal history contributed to my interest in inclusive education. The study also 

explored how my critical friends and I experience inclusive education and why we needed to implement 

inclusive education using an intersectional lens. The following objectives and research questions 

informed the study:  

1.5.1 Research objectives  

1. To identify and explore parts of my personal history that contribute to my interest in inclusive 

education   

2. To establish our experiences of inclusive education from an intersectional lens in our 

educational context.   

3. To explore the importance of implementing inclusive education from an intersectional lens in 

our educational context.   

  
1.5.2 Research questions  

1. What parts of my personal history contribute to my interest in inclusive education?  

2. How do we experience inclusive education in our educational context?  

3. Why do we need to implement inclusive education from an intersectional lens in our 

educational context?   
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1.6 Research Methodology  

The research methodology outlines the procedures and motivations that informed my data generation 

processes. The interpretivist paradigm that guided this study, emphasises understanding individuals' 

subjective perspectives and the context in which people operate. Unlike positivism which seeks 

objective truths, interpretivism acknowledges that reality is socially constructed, and it relies on 

individuals' interpretations (Thanh and Thanh, 2015). Because the study aimed to understand the 

personal reflections of my critical friends and myself, it adopted the qualitative research approach. In 

addition, self-study was selected as the research design as it encourages teachers to reflect and 

transform their practice while working collaboratively with critical friends (Loughran, 2007; Samaras, 

2011).  This research design enabled me to tap into my past experiences to trace my past experiences 

that impact my daily teaching life. The study also incorporated my two colleagues (critical friends) 

who are experienced in the teaching profession, where we collaboratively unpacked our personal 

experiences and elaborated on how these experiences have shaped our teaching, with the ultimate aim 

of becoming inclusive teachers. Similar to Kortjass (2020), this study utilised memory-work, reflective 

journals, mind-maps and discussions for data generation. These methods enabled me uncover personal 

experiences, emotions and insights, providing a greater insight understanding of inclusive education. 

By using these methods, the study generated authentic and contextualised findings that can inform my 

practice, ultimately promoting more effective inclusive education.   

Furthermore, thematic data analysis was done to analyse the data, where data is documented, grouped 

thematically and presented in a way that makes sense to the reader  (Hemmings & Hill, 2014). Ethical 

considerations in this study promoted transparency and fairness, where my colleagues felt safe enough 

to share information with me (Gajjar, 2013). Confidentiality and anonymity also ensured that what was 

discussed during the research process could not be discussed with someone else without consent (De 

Clercq & Phiri, 2013).  In summary, ethical considerations were implemented to ensure that the people 

who formed part of the study were not harmed in any way.  

1.7 Theoretical framework  

This study is framed by intersectionality theory. Intersectionality refers to ways in which different 

aspects of an individual’s identity can cause them to overlap forms of discrimination and 

marginalisation (Berger & Guidroz, 2010; Cho et al., 2013). These aspects may include mental health, 
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sex, gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, age, geographic location, and socioeconomic status (Kayi-

Aydar et al., 2022). When these aspects combine, there is an increased risk of social isolation (Bešić, 

2020). This means that what is experienced by one individual; may not necessarily be experienced by 

another individual. In other words, people experience exclusion differently (Young & Anderson, 

2021); that is, an individual who is privileged due to the colour of her skin, but oppressed because of 

being a female, will not experience social isolation the same way as the person who is oppressed 

because of the colour of her skin and oppressed because of her gender.  

 According to Young and Anderson (2021, p. 81), “intersectionality is not just about examining 

personal identities, but also about examining the institutions that use identities to exclude, include, and 

privilege”. While inclusive education focuses on including disabled learners in mainstream schools, 

intersectionality goes even further. It suggests that the inclusion of learners who are experiencing other 

factors such as childhood trauma, sexuality, poverty and race should also be considered in the education 

context, in order to maximise successful implementation of inclusive education (Bešić, 2020; Kayi-

Aydar et al., 2022). Intersectionality acknowledges the diversity of learner identities and life 

experiences, considering that inclusive education not only entails the inclusion of learners with learning 

and physical disabilities, but also involves other contextual factors such as race, religion and 

socioeconomic background (Bešić, 2020). A single learner might have a language barrier and have a 

physical disability at the same time. From an intersectional perspective, both these factors should be 

adequately addressed, in order to holistically include this learner (Artiles, 2013; Thomas & Macnab, 

2022). In this study I used self-reflection to identify the contextual factors other than special needs or 

disability, as contributing factors to the exclusion of learners in a school environment.   

1.8 Overview of dissertation structure   

The dissertation consists of five chapters. Below is the layout of what each chapter consists of:  

Chapter 1 outlined the background, problem statement, rationale and purpose of the study. The chapter 

also introduces the research methodology, theoretical framework and the key concepts relevant to the 

study. The chapter finally provides a brief synopsis of the dissertation in the overview of the chapters.   

Chapter 2 reviews the literature to determine the extent of scholarly work on inclusive education in 

both local and international contexts. This chapter also discusses intersectionality as the theoretical 

framework that underpins this study.   
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Chapter 3 outlines the research methodology of the study and the reasons behind these choices. It 

provides a detailed elaboration of the interpretive paradigm, qualitative approach, research design, 

methods of data generation, data analysis techniques, sampling method and ethical considerations.   

Chapter 4 focuses on the discussion of the findings based on personal experiences, as well as the 

experiences of my two peers who take on the role of critical friends.  This chapter presents and 

interprets data generated from memory-work, reflective journals, mind maps, as well as discussions 

entries in relation to the literature and theoretical framework.   

Chapter 5 concludes the thesis and offers a summary of the dissertation in relation to the three critical 

questions that drives the research. The thesis conclusions, implications and recommendations for 

further studies are also outlined here.  

   
1.9 Chapter Summary  

This chapter outlined the background of the study and provided a brief synopsis for the study. The 

research questions, key concepts, theoretical framework and methodological approach were 

introduced. The chapter finally provides an overview of the structure of this dissertation. The next 

chapter reviews and analyses literature and discusses the theoretical framework used in this study.  
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CHAPTER TWO   

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

  

2.1 Introduction  

The purpose of this study was to explore and improve my inclusive practice using a collaborative self-

study research design in a South African High School in the Umlazi District. The study aimed to 

understand how my personal history contributed to my interest in inclusive education. The study also 

explored how my critical friends and I experience inclusive education and why we need to implement 

inclusive education using an intersectional lens. The previous chapter outlined the background of the 

study. The research rationale, research questions, research methodology and the purpose of the study 

were also introduced. The chapter concluded with an overview of the thesis. This chapter reviews the 

literature on inclusive education and related concepts of inclusion, exclusion and diversity. 

Furthermore, this chapter also outlines contextual factors that influence the implementation of 

inclusive education, both globally and closer to home. The chapter concludes by discussing the 

theoretical framework of intersectionality.  

  

2.2 Understanding diversity, exclusion and inclusion  

Guided by the research goals, this literature review attempts to summarise the current knowledge and 

identify gaps in the existing research. Understanding inclusion requires examining and understanding 

both exclusion and diversity (Mahadew, 2021). To gain a deeper understanding of inclusion in the 

context of the study, I examined the related concepts of diversity and exclusion. This, according to 

Cologon (2019), provides a foundation for understanding and unpacking the complex interpretations 

and implications of inclusion, which can vary in different contexts. Similar to Thomas and Macnab 

(2022), exploring the interconnected concepts of diversity, exclusion and inclusion enabled me to 

develop an informed understanding of inclusion in educational contexts, which served as the 

foundation of the research and analysis.  
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2.2.1 Diversity   

Diversity refers to the peoples’ differences due of various factors which may include the unique 

characteristics and identity categories that create individuals’ similarities and different (Done, 2019; 

Servaes et al., 2022; Thomas & Macnab, 2022). These identity categories, according to Dobbin and 

Kalev (2022) include race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, ability, culture, socioeconomic status 

and religion. In the context of inclusion, diversity is about acknowledging and embracing these 

intersecting differences.  This means treating learners as unique individuals and having a positive 

attitude towards them, regardless of their differences and/or similarities. Similarly, diversity is about 

recognising, welcoming, respecting and embracing these differences, and creating an environment 

where learners experience a sense of belonging (Cologon, 2019).   

Diversity in my school is evident in various aspects including language, sexual orientation, ability, 

culture, socioeconomic status and religion. We have learners from different linguistic and cultural 

backgrounds, with the majority speaking IsiZulu, while others are isiXhosa speaking. Although 

Lenaghan (2010) based her research in developing guidelines that should be used in maintaining 

recognition and protection of the right to freedom of religion; the school practices Christianity as a 

religion (as part of the School Constitution), some learners practice the Nazareth religion. During 

weekly assemblies, only Christian prayers are accommodated due to the school's constitution. 

Furthermore, similar to Pezzell (2023) and  Schey (2023), the learner population consists of both 

females and males, and some learners identify as lesbians, gays, Bisexual, Transgender, Questioning, 

and others such as Asexual, Intersex, Non-binary, Pansexual and Two-Spirit (LGBTQ+).  

The socioeconomic status of most learners is unstable, with some living in child-headed homes, 

experiencing abuse, or facing poverty. Currently, there is no official records of learners with physical 

or mental disabilities in our school. However, there are still unresolved cases of Grade 8 learners have 

been identified as lacking the fundamental skills of reading and writing. This therefore called for the 

need for me to conduct research on inclusive education that addresses diverse learning needs.  

2.2.2 Exclusion  

Cologon (2019) indicates that understanding inclusion without exploring exclusion poses a challenge. 

This means that in order to achieve successful implementation of inclusive education, it is essential to 

firstly identify and address the underlying factors that contribute to exclusion. Exclusion in a school 
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setup refers to the intentional or unintentional behaviour of isolation, marginalisation, or denying 

learners or teachers the access to opportunities, resources, or social interactions (Thomas & Macnab, 

2022). This can occur in different ways and phases, including physical, academic or social exclusion, 

which may hinder learners from reaching their full potential. According to Engelbrecht (2020), this 

can affect both teachers and learners who feel isolated, discriminated against, or excluded due to 

various factors such as disability, race, gender identity, sexual orientation, socioeconomic status or 

religious beliefs. Exclusion can often lead to decline in academic performance, increased absenteeism, 

lower self-esteem and mental health issues (Done, 2019).  

Cologon (2019) identifies macro-exclusion and micro-exclusion as two distinct forms of exclusion that 

share a common ground of marginalising individuals or groups. The author argues that macro-

exclusion is quite visible and involves using laws or policies, that clearly exclude certain marginalised 

groups. An example of macro-exclusion, according to Mahadew (2021), is the introduction of the 

Bantu Education Act. This type of education, according to the author, offered Black people education 

that equipped them to be subordinates of the White supremacy. Micro-exclusion on the other hand, is 

not obvious like macro-exclusion. It consists of biases, social exclusion and stereotypes in everyday 

interactions (Cologon, 2014). An example of micro-exclusion is verbal abuse towards learners who are 

labelled as gay or lesbians. Without concrete evidence, it can be challenging to identify this type of 

exclusion. While both forms of exclusion may be harmful and leave people feeling marginalised, 

macro-exclusion is easy to identify, however identifying micro-exclusion can be a challenge.  

Acknowledging and ultimately addressing dynamic factors leading to exclusion may serve as 

contributing factors towards address and overcome exclusion and promote inclusion (Dewsbury & 

Brame, 2019; Engelbrecht, 2020). This calls for a critical examination of the educational system, 

including policies, attitudes and practices, to identify areas that promote exclusion. By addressing these 

underlying factors and creating a more inclusive and supportive learning environment, Cologon (2019) 

argues that teachers, learners, parents and society can work towards ensuring that all learners 

experience equal opportunities to succeed and eventually reach their full potential.  

2.2.3 Inclusion  

In a school setup, inclusion refers to an environment that acknowledges, promotes and embraces all 

kinds of diversities, such that all learners are afforded fair opportunities to learn at their pace, in a way 
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that will be beneficial to them, regardless of any differences they may have (Afolabi, 2014; Arias et 

al., 2023; Dewsbury & Brame, 2019; Yilmaz & Yeganeh 2021). Bešić (2020) argues that inclusion 

aims at addressing any sort of exclusion that affects learners, regardless of the uniqueness of their 

abilities and needs. In addition, inclusion goes beyond considering and supporting only learners with 

disabilities but aims to create an inclusive school environment that values and supports all diverse 

learning needs and experiences, promoting equal opportunities for all (Cologon, 2019).  

Ashiq et al. (2023) and Baafi (2020) stress that there are good chances that conducive and inviting 

classroom environments leads to higher academic achievements. A conducive learning environment is 

one that is inclusive; where learners feel safe, supported, comfortable and motivated to learn 

(Dewsbury & Brame, 2019). Several studies affirm that for teachers to create a conducive classroom 

environment, relationships of trust and affection must be built to create a positive and inclusive 

classroom environment. For example, a study by Howes et al. (1994) concluded that learners are likely 

to be kind towards each other provided they have a good relationship with their teacher. Also, research 

by Santos et al. (2010) highlight the role of positive relationships with teachers and a greater degree of 

peer acceptance of children diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder than children who had poor 

relationships with their teachers. Similar studies (Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004; Santos et al., 2016) reveal 

that teacher-learner relationship impacts successful teaching and learning, as well as creation and 

maintenance of a conducive classroom that promotes a sense of belonging and inclusion for learners. 

Evidently, relationship building and care are essential contributors to inclusive and conducive 

classroom environments. Furthermore, a learner who did not overcome challenges like childhood 

trauma and peer pressure, is likely to be easily distracted and disruptive in class and may require 

additional care, acknowledgement and support to succeed. As a result, Cologon (2019) maintains that 

an inclusive school environment where teachers are able to acknowledge, respect and attend to the 

diverse needs of learners maximise accommodation for diverse learning needs.  

2.3 Inclusive Education   

The White Paper 6 (DoE, 2001) defines inclusive education as an approach that recognises, 

accommodates and supports the diverse learning needs of all learners, regardless of their different 

learning needs. This approach emphasises the importance of creating a sense of belonging and support 

for all learners, regardless of their age, gender or difficulties they may face (Afolabi, 2014; Al-

Shammari et al., 2019). The ultimate goal of inclusive education is to meet the different (diverse) 
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learning needs of all learners, ensuring that everyone has an equal opportunity to learn and reach their 

full potential (Dewsbury & Brame, 2019).  

Historically, according to Donohue and Bornman (2014), inclusive education accommodated mainly 

the needs of learners with physical and learning disabilities. However, Nilholm (2021) argues that 

inclusive education should cater for a broader range of learners, including those who may be 

experiencing economic struggles, have diverse sexualities or experiencing other challenges that impact 

their learning.   

In a school context, learners may experience exclusion at various stages of their lives, and sometimes 

they may face multiple challenges simultaneously. For example, consider a learner who is not only 

living in a child-headed household, but also coping with the effects of Human Immunodeficiency Virus 

(HIV). This learner faces multiple challenges that can potentially exclude them from fully participating 

in educational activities. To ensure inclusion, the interconnected factors should be addressed, so that 

they do not create barriers to this learner's education. By acknowledging and supporting the learner's 

complex needs, Cologon (2019) and Engelbrecht (2020) maintain that teachers can create a more 

inclusive environment that allows learners to reach their full potential both personally and 

academically.   

According to Donohue and Bornman (2014, p. 9), South Africa's inclusive education policies consist 

of ambiguity, leading to "symbolic implementation". This means that the policy may be presented as 

inclusive and progressive on paper, but in reality, it may not be effectively implemented, resulting in 

the continued marginalisation of vulnerable groups or individuals, despite its intentions.  

Research indicates that despite various efforts to implement and promote inclusive education, some 

learners still encounter challenges that contribute to their exclusion (Arias et al., 2023; Bešić, 2020; 

Donohue & Bornman, 2014; Engelbrecht, 2020). As a result, the implementation of inclusive education 

has not been fully realised, resulting in the marginalisation and exclusion of certain learners, 

particularly those at the intersections of multiple identities such as race, gender, sexual orientation, 

ability and socioeconomic status, who face compounded barriers and biases that hinder their full 

participation and success. Below, I discuss the historical development of inclusive education; the 

challenges experienced in the implementation of inclusive education; as well as the benefits of 

inclusive education.  
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2.3.1 The Historical Development of Inclusive Education  

The historical development of inclusive education is a dynamic process that has evolved over centuries 

(Bešić, 2020; Ntombela, 2011; Shevchenko et al., 2020). According to the authors, it has been shaped 

by various factors including economic, social and political contexts, as well as attempts in changing 

attitudes towards disability and diversity. From the early days of special schools to the modern-day 

attempts for inclusive practices, this journey has been developed by both milestones and struggles 

(Majoko, 2018). The history of inclusive education has laid the foundation for the ongoing efforts to 

provide equitable, accessible and quality education for all.  

In the next two sections, I explore the development of inclusive education over time, both globally and 

in the South African context, highlighting the progress and challenges pertaining to the developments 

of inclusive education.  

2.3.1.1 Global Development of inclusive education  

The development of inclusive education has evolved globally over the past few decades, driven by 

international policies and initiatives (Cologon, 2019; Teodoro, 2020). Firstly, the United Nation’s 

Education for All (EFA) movement, as identified by Ainscow (2020, p. 7), established in 1990, “has 

worked to make quality basic education available to all learners”. The movement aimed at identifying 

and addressing the barriers to learning by identifying shortages in resources for teaching and learning. 

Secondly, the emergence of The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization’s 

(UNESCO) Salamanca Statement in 1994,  emphasised the importance of inclusive education and 

recognised the right to education for all, regardless of disabilities or abilities (Teodoro, 2020). This 

was then followed by Article 24 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities (CRPD) in 2006, which particularly addressed inclusive education-equal opportunities for 

people with disabilities (United Nations, 2008).  

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) established in 2015, particularly Goal 4-Ensuring Quality 

Education and Goal 10-Decereasing Inequalities, focus on disadvantaged groups while emphasising 

quality and inclusive education (Pedersen, 2018). Furthermore, international organisations like the 

World Bank and United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund (UNICEF) were established 

to promote global inclusive education, providing resources and support for policy development and 

implementation (Shulla et al., 2020). Also, Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in the 
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United States, posed as another international policy that promotes inclusive education (Tran et al., 

2018).  

Ongoing monitoring and research are continuous as means to improve inclusive education policies and 

practices worldwide (Donath et al., 2023; Graham, 2020; Moberg et al., 2020). These developments 

acknowledge the critical role in promoting global social justice, equity and diversity (Graham, 2020). 

This is an indication that inclusive education has become a foundation of global efforts to ensure 

quality and diverse education for all.  

2.3.1.2 Development of inclusive education in South Africa (SA)  

In 1994, new policies were developed by the democratic government which was elected to rectify the 

discriminations and oppressions that came with the Apartheid era.  The Constitution of the Republic of 

South Africa, Act No. 108 of 1996 (RSA,1996) was among the policies that were established to correct 

the imbalances that emanated from the apartheid era. This policy emphasise non-discrimination and 

equal opportunities to basic education (Ziyanda & Oscar, 2020). In addition to the establishment of the 

Constitution, the White Paper 6 (DoE, 2001) was established in 2001 as part of the amendment process 

aimed at implementing inclusive education and training system for all learners. This policy identifies 

and caters for the different learning needs in terms of race, age, gender, language, ethnicity, class, 

ability and socioeconomic status; indicating that all learners can learn, irrespective of their diverse 

learning needs (Engelbrecht, 2020). Even though these policies were formed within a human rights 

approach to accommodate the rights of excluded learners; Cologon (2019) Dewsbury and Brame 

(2019) and Engebrecht (2020) maintain that successful implementation of inclusive education has not 

been fully realised. This means that many learners continue to face significant obstacles in accessing 

inclusive education, due to the continuing elements of exclusion and marginalisation.  

For many years, inclusive education has mainly been based on physical and mental disability, placing 

less emphasis on other contextual factors such as class and ethnicity (Bešić, 2020; Engelbrecht, 2020). 

Majoko (2018) bases his research on disability and argues that less abled learners should not only be 

accommodated in mainstream schools, but all learners’ needs should be met within the school 

environment. However, Clark (2020) argues that inclusive education does not only concern children 

with special needs, but also involves all children whose diverse and intersecting needs are not met in 

the school environment. This therefore This affirms that learners are unique; the challenges they face 
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also vary from individual to individual. Thus, schools, among other educational institutions, are 

required to serve all its learners regardless of their differences or special needs. 

Mncube and Lebopa (2019) argue that despite numerous efforts to implement inclusive education in 

schools, significant progress has not been made. The authors argue that this is caused by the lack of 

adequate teacher training on inclusive education implementation. This belief is supported by 

Ntombela's (2011) research, which revealed that most teachers have limited knowledge, support and 

training in inclusive education. Consequently, Mncube and Lebopa (2019); Engelbrecht (2020) and 

Ireri et al. (2020) point out, even years after the end of apartheid, implementing inclusive education in 

South Africa has been challenging.   

  

2.3.2 Challenges experienced in the implementation of Inclusive Education  

Learners continue to face challenges in schools that go beyond physical and mental disabilities, 

affecting their learning processes (Cologon, 2019; Engelbrecht, 2020). As Clark (2020) notes, inclusive 

education includes not only children with special needs, but also all children whose needs are not met 

in the school environment, including those experiencing economic struggles and diverse sexualities 

and genders. While there has been a significant body of research on inclusive education, there is a need 

for intersectional perspectives, as highlighted by Bešić (2020). In the next section, I discuss the 

challenges of inclusive education in international,  

African, and South African contexts, including the obstacles that hinder the implementation of 

inclusive education and the ways in which these challenges can be addressed to ensure that all learners 

have access to quality education.  

  

2.3.2.1 Challenges experienced in the International Context  

Implementing inclusive education in an international context has evolved over the years. In a school 

setup, experiencing cultural and linguistic diversity can contribute to communication barriers and 

require teachers to adapt their teaching strategies to meet diverse learning needs (Ainscow, 2020). 

Language differences can also limit access to curriculum materials and hinder learner participation. 

Furthermore, some schools lack the necessary infrastructure and trained teachers to support learners 

with diverse needs (Arias et al., 2023). According to Donath et al. (2023), Graham (2020) and Moberg 

et al. (2020), international schools face the challenge of accommodating diverse learner needs with 
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multiple curricula and assessment systems. Teachers must adapt to international education 

requirements, and learner mobility can disrupt continuity of support for learners with special learning 

needs (Bešić, 2020).  

Ainscow (2020) argues that effective implementation of inclusive education requires continuous 

teacher training and development. The author stresses that teachers need adequate skills to adjust their 

practices to meet diverse learner needs, emphasising a commitment to ongoing support and training, 

which can be difficult to implement in resource-constrained settings.  

  

2.3.2.2 Challenges experienced in the African Context  

Implementing inclusive education in Africa faces numerous challenges, as identified by Du Plessis and 

Mestry (2019), Engelbrecht and Artiles (2016) and Ferguson et al. (2019). These challenges include 

limited resources, inflexible curriculum, poverty, lack of understanding of inclusive education, limited 

parental involvement and community involvement, inadequate policy integration and persistent 

colonial legacies. In Kenya, for instance, Odongo (2018) reveals that mostly in rural areas, parental 

involvement in learners’ education remains constantly low. Similarly, in other African countries like 

Ghana and Nigeria, Opoku et al. (2022) argue that despite attempts to implement inclusive education, 

there seems to be significant knowledge gap in the implementation of inclusive education. This means 

that the implementation of inclusive education in some African countries has not been fully realised. 

Ongoing challenges highlight the need for continuous attempts to ensure equal access to quality 

education for all learners, regardless of their abilities and needs (Ainscow, 2020; Walton, 2018).  

  

2.3.2.3 Challenges experienced in the South African Context  

As mentioned above, the implementation of inclusive education has not been fully realised to this date. 

Learners still experience some level of exclusion that hinder them to learn at their full capacities 

(Cologon, 2019). Below I discuss literature with regards to the developments that have been made, the 

contributions by the Department of Education in attempt to promote the implementation of inclusive 

education, as well as challenges that exist in schools on inclusive education.    
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a. Overcrowded Classes  

Overcrowded classes pose a significant challenge to inclusive education (Biyela, 2019; HunterJohnson, 

2014; Osaı, 2021). When there are too many learners in a class, teachers struggle to provide 

individualised attention, which is essential for meeting diverse learning needs (Graham, 2023). This 

can lead to increased stress levels for both the teachers and the learners, ultimately hindering the 

learning process. Classes exceeding capacity cause difficulty for teachers to individualise attention and 

cater to their different learning needs (Küçükler & Kodal, 2019). This overcrowding issue elevates the 

existing challenges in implementing inclusive education, making it more challenging for teachers to 

support learners with different abilities and unique learning styles (Mpu & Adu, 2021).    

In a school context, teachers often find it challenging to meet the foundational needs such as the need 

for love and belonging, due to overcrowded classes. According to Carducci (2020), Maslow’s 

hierarchy consists of five levels of basic needs. From the most foundational, basic needs include a) 

Psychological needs, b) Safety and security needs, c) Love and Belonging need, d) Self-esteem need 

and e) Self-actualisation need. The author argues that an individual is likely to be motivated to do well 

when the most basic needs are met.  

b. Teachers' Role in Inclusive Education  

Teachers play a crucial role in ensuring inclusive education, as they are the link between learners and 

the implementation of inclusive practices (Al-Shammari et al., 2019). Engelbrecht, (2020) argues that 

workshops aiming at equipping teachers with skills that stimulate successful implementation of 

inclusive education in schools are limited. However, some teachers lack understanding and support 

for inclusive education, hindering their ability to help learners with diverse needs (Arias et al., 2023; 

Cologon, 2019). To address this, Mfuthwana and Dreyer (2018) and Rice (2019) argue teacher 

development is essential, as it enables teachers to acquire the necessary knowledge and capacity to 

implement inclusive education effectively.  Continuous training and support are necessary to motivate 

and develop teachers with the necessary skills to deliver the curriculum to learners with diverse needs 

(Mncube & Lebopa, 2019).   

Teachers play a vital role in implementing inclusive education, while parental involvement is a crucial 

factor in this regard (Dewsbury & Brame, 2019; Paseka, 2020). When parents, teachers and learners 

work together, it creates a supportive environment that enhances the implementation of inclusive 

education (Hamlin & Flessa, 2018). Research suggests that parental involvement has a positive impact 
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on learners' education, and it is essential for achieving successful inclusive education (Afolabi, 2014). 

In South Africa, the formation of School Governing Bodies, which comprise learners, teachers, 

parents and school management, is an example of the contribution of parental involvement towards 

successful teaching and learning environment (Engelbrecht, 2020). When teachers work closely with 

parents to implement inclusive education, it elevates parental support that is necessary in achieving 

this common goal (implementation of inclusive education).  

c. Lack of Support from the Department of Education  

Teachers’ most fundamental role is to ensure that all learners learn, regardless of their diverse learning 

needs. Teachers often require adequate support from the Department of Education to carry out this 

mandate with success. However, Arias et al. (2023) argue that facilities such as training programmes 

to help teachers understand and support inclusive education are not enough. This means teachers might 

not have the resources they need to help learners with different needs to learn to the best of their 

abilities. Similarly, Aziz et al. (2016) emphasise that there is insufficient training offered by the 

Department of Education to develop teachers with skills to better implement inclusive learning, 

leaving the responsibility for equipping teachers with appropriate dynamics of inclusive education to 

schools. Research however indicates that as much as South African teachers support the idea of 

successful implementation of inclusive education; there is still lack of adequate and sufficient 

resources to facilitate successful implementation (Engelbrecht, 2020; Ireri et al., 2020; Mncube & 

Lebopa, 2019). Hence, this is another factor contributing to the negative perceptions about the 

implementation of inclusive education (Engelbrecht, 2020; Mncube & Lebopa, 2019).  

  

d. Standardised Curriculum and Tests  

The one-size-fits-all approach to education poses as a challenge for learners who have unique learning 

needs (Hamre et al., 2018; Milne & Mhlolo, 2021). When the curriculum and tests are common for all 

learners, regardless of their diverse learning needs, it can create a challenging environment for those 

who learn at different speeds, or have different learning styles (Kauffman & Hornby, 2020). This 

approach can contribute to frustration and disengagement to learners who require additional support 

(Dunn & Griggs, 2000). Moreover, the restricted timeframe set by the Department of Education for 

teachers to complete the curriculum coverage limits their ability to provide extra help for the needy 
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learners (Milne & Mhlolo, 2021). This pressure can result in a lack of differentiation in instruction, 

leaving some learners feeling unattended (Hamre et al., 2018).   

Hove and Phasha (2023) argue that teachers should implement instruction that accommodates diverse 

learning needs without separating them from their peers, because separation contradicts inclusive 

education principles. Instead, the authors argue that all learners can make progress in the common 

environment with the right conditions, allowing for differentiated instruction without separation. This 

provides evidence that learning can take place in a single environment without standardising test and 

the curriculum.  

  

e. Insufficient Resources  

Teachers require adequate and sufficient resources in order to reinforce teaching and learning 

(Cologon, 2019). However, a common challenge faced by some schools is a shortage of resources, thus 

challenging successful teaching and learning processes (Arias et al., 2023; Mokgwathi et al., 2023). 

These challenges include the shortage of textbooks, technology, and other materials essential for 

delivering relevant content. Moreover, inadequate resources can also limit the teachers' ability to 

individualise support for learners with diverse needs. The scarcity of resources in schools poses a 

significant challenge to providing education that caters for all learning needs (Cologon, 2019).   

2.3.3.1 Benefits and successes of Inclusive Education in South African context   

Inclusive education has a wide range of benefits that contribute to a more just and equitable society 

(Masalesa (2022); Mfuthwana & Dreyer, 2018). By providing a sense of belonging and addressing 

feelings of isolation, inclusive education seeks to contribute to the wellbeing of learners from diverse 

backgrounds (Bešić, 2020). It also aims at encouraging positive and supportive learning environments 

by promoting understanding, respect, empathy and acceptance among learners (Afolabi, 2014; Arias 

et al., 2023; Dewsbury & Brame, 2019). Similar to Bešić, 2020, inclusive education aligns with social 

justice principles, addressing inequalities caused by diverse learning needs. By valuing diversity and 

promoting inclusion, we (teachers, learners, parents and the society) can create a society that embraces 

diversity and provides equal opportunities for all, leading to more conducive learning environments 

where learners can reach their full potential (Cologon, 2019).  

Despite the incomplete implementation of the 20-year plan outlined in the White Paper 6 (DoE, 2001), 

the Department of Education has attempted to promote inclusive education. The successes include the 
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introduction of feeding schemes, as well as improved teacher qualifications, as highlighted by 

Engelbrecht (2020). These initiatives have enabled learners from disadvantaged backgrounds to access 

education, ensuring that poverty is no longer a barrier to learning. Moreover, the establishment of no-

fee schools in some rural and impoverished areas has contributed to the achievement of inclusive 

education, as highlighted in the Constitution (Okech et al., 2021). This initiative has ensured that 

learners from disadvantaged households are not excluded from receiving equal education opportunities 

(Done, 2019). Despite these accomplishments, more still needs to be done for the inclusion of 

marginalised groups of learners who may experience exclusion in schools (Al-Shammari et al., 2019; 

Dewsbury & Brame, 2019).  

  
2.4 Theoretical Framework  

A theory is a systematic and logical framework that consists of clear concepts, definitions and 

propositions, used to explain and understand a particular phenomenon or idea. As defined by 

Cornelissen (2023), a theory comprises a set of interconnected constructs, definitions and propositions 

that provide a comprehensive understanding of a phenomenon by identifying and explaining the 

relationships among variables.   

A theoretical framework therefore serves as the foundation for research, outlining the theory guiding 

the study, setting boundaries and revealing underlying beliefs and assumptions (AlShammari et al., 

2019). The framework enables the researcher to analyse, interpret and predict phenomena, and develop 

hypotheses and test them empirically. In contrast to a conceptual framework, which incorporates 

multiple concepts to frame a study, a theoretical framework takes into consideration the application of 

a pre-existing theory (Fellows & Liu, 2021; Hughes et al., 2019). Kivunja (2018) offers a helpful 

analogy to distinguish between theoretical and conceptual frameworks: the conceptual framework is 

the house, while the theoretical framework is a room within that house, serving a specific purpose, 

such as a kitchen or bedroom. Each room has a unique function, and no single room can fulfill all the 

purposes of the entire house.  

 This section provides an exploration of the theoretical framework guiding this study, with a specific 

focus on intersectionality as the foundational theory informing my analysis and interpretation of the 

research findings.  
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2.4.1 Intersectionality Theory   

This study is grounded in the intersectionality theory which examines how multiple social identities 

intersect to produce unique experiences of discrimination and marginalisation (Bešić, 2020; Berger & 

Guidroz, 2010). In the following section, I explore the historical background of intersectionality theory, 

define its core principles, and examine its significance in promoting inclusive education.  

2.4.1.1 Historical Background of Intersectionality Theory  

 This research is based on intersectionality as the theory that frames the study. Intersectionality theory 

was introduced by Kimberly Williams Crenshaw and is rooted in the United States black feminist 

movement who were fighting against oppression (Bešić, 2020). According to Cho et al. (2013), the 

concept of intersectionality unfolded in the late 1980s as a way to understand and address the complex 

issues that arose when different forms of discrimination, such as racism, sexism and homophobia 

overlap and intersect. It was also meant to highlight the importance of building a common ground 

among different groups fighting for social justice and human rights. As noted by Kayi-Aydar et al. 

(2022), the concept of intersectionality emerged as a response to the limitations of earlier social 

movements in the United States, particularly the women's rights movement, which sought to address 

workplace inequalities (Cho et al., 2013).  

According to the author, the movement's failure to account for the intersecting experiences of women 

from diverse backgrounds, such as race, class, and sexuality, elevated the need for a deeper 

understanding of how multiple forms of oppression intersect. This realisation led to the development 

of intersectionality as a critical framework for analysing and addressing these complex forms of 

oppression (Kayi-Aydar et al., 2022). Collins and Bilge (2020) argue that African-American women 

faced double oppression due to their intersecting identities as Black, female, and belonging in the 

working class. However, according to the authors, intersectionality enabled these women to confront 

and stand up for their rights as both women and workers, simultaneously challenging the 

interconnected systems of oppression. Collins and Bilge (2020) stated that African-American women 

experienced double oppression because they were both Black and female. Through intersectionality, 

these women could challenge their rights as working females (Bešić, 2020; Crenshaw, 2019; Thomas 

& Macnab, 2022). Initially, intersectionality theory focused on gender-based oppression, fighting 

against the oppression of black women in society (Kayi-Aydar et al., 2022). However, over the years, 

it has expanded to other parts (Crenshaw, 2019). In light of the above, the section that follows 

characterises the concept of the intersectionality theory.  
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2.4.1.2 Core Principles of Intersectionality Theory  

Intersectionality refers to the way in which social and political identities such as gender, class, sexual 

orientation, race, socioeconomic status and other parts of who we are intersect and contribute towards 

empowering or oppressing an individual (Bešić, 2020; Cho et al., 2013).  

Kayi-Aydar et al. (2022, pp. 3-4) cite Collins and Bilge (2016) who explain seven “core ideas” that 

define intersectional frameworks.   

Firstly, intersectionality does not focus on a single factor, instead, it examines how multiple factors, 

such as race and physical ability, intersect and interact to produce social inequality (Crenshaw, 2019). 

This approach, according to Bešić (2020), recognises that these factors do not operate in isolation, but 

rather are interconnected and influence one another, contributing to complex experiences of 

marginalisation. By exploring these intersections, intersectionality seeks to understand how they 

contribute to social inequalities.  

 Secondly, the intersectional framework is grounded in the idea that multiple systems of power intersect 

and interact, rather than a single system of power operating in isolation. This means that 

intersectionality recognises that different components of a learner's identity, such as class, race, gender 

and sexual orientation, come together to form a unique experience that cannot be reduced to a single 

factor (Young & Anderson, 2021). This understanding highlights the importance of considering the 

specific intersections of power and characteristics that shape learners’ experiences.  

Thirdly, intersectionality is fundamentally concerned with understanding the interconnectedness of 

social factors and how they shape learners’ experiences. This approach employs a more coherent 

thinking that examines how diverse social factors interact and influence one another to contribute to 

experiences of marginalisation and privilege (Berger & Guidroz, 2010; Cho et al., 2013). Examining 

these intersections, intersectionality reveals how power or marginalisation shape our lives.   

Fourthly, intersectionality is contextual such that the specific circumstances and power dynamics at 

hand can affect how different groups experience oppression. According to Watkins and McGowan 

(2023), intersectionality reveals the dynamics of oppression, demonstrating how different groups may 

experience it differently even within the same context.  Apartheid is one example -while Black people 

were oppressed as a whole, Black women experienced additional level of oppression (Donohue & 

Bornman, 2014;  White & Van Dyk, 2019). They were denied access to leadership positions and some 
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jobs were allocated for men only, whereas black men were not subject to the same restrictions (Bešić, 

2020).   

Fifthly, intersectionality is complex and multifaceted, meaning that individual experiences can vary 

from learner to learner. According to Bešić (2020), what one person faces may not be the same as what 

another person encounters, even if they share similar identities or characteristics. This complexity 

highlights the importance of considering the unique intersections of power and identity that shape each 

learner's experiences, rather than making generalisations based on a single aspect of their identity.  

Sixthly, the intersectional framework recognises that individuals have diverse backgrounds and are 

shaped by unique experiences, acknowledging that social justice is complex and multifaceted. This 

approach understands that people's identities, experiences, and perspectives are influenced by various 

factors such as race, gender, class, sexuality, ability, and more, and that these intersections impact their 

lives in distinct ways. By considering these differences, Thomas and Macnab (2022) emphasise that 

intersectionality seeks to promote inclusivity and equity.   

Lastly, intersectionality does not solely focus on marginalised groups; instead, it seeks to understand 

how both privilege and marginalisation operate simultaneously to maintain social inequalities and the 

status quo in any given context (Crenshaw, 2019). By examining how power dynamics intersect and 

interact, Bešić (2020) argues that intersectionality reveals how dominant groups maintain their 

privilege and how marginalised groups are oppressed, highlighting the complex web of relationships 

that promotes inequalities.   

  

2.4.2 Intersectionality in the context of inclusive education  

Inclusive education recognises the diversity of learners' identities and experiences, with the aim of 

accommodating different learning challenges (Aziz et al., 2016; Bešić, 2020; Thomas & Macnab, 

2022). This means that teachers can better support learners by considering how these intersecting 

identities impact their learning experiences and create more inclusive learning environments.  

Socioeconomic factors such as race, class and gender significantly affect the learning process as a 

whole (Berger & Guidroz, 2010). A learner who lives in an impoverished household for example, is 

likely to lose concentration span in class due to an ‘empty’ stomach. Inclusive education therefore 

seeks to address the intersections of these factors, recognising that learners may face different forms 

of oppression or discrimination simultaneously. A learner may face racism and ableism or sexism and 
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homophobia, which can intensify and multiply the challenges they face within the education system. 

By acknowledging and addressing these intersections, inclusive education can create a more 

conducive, equitable and just learning environment for all learners. This means that teachers can 

develop more adequate and effective strategies to support learners from diverse backgrounds.  

Research has revealed that a learner's socioeconomic factors significantly influence their educational 

journey (Berger & Guidroz, 2010; Thomas & Macnab, 2022; Young & Anderson, 2021), leading to 

varying levels of access to resources, support and opportunities that can impact their academic success. 

Traditionally, inclusive education focused on learners with physical and mental disabilities, neglecting 

other contextual factors like ethnicity, class, age, and childhood traumas (Bešić, 2020; Dewsbury & 

Brame, 2019). Intersectionality theory therefore offers a critical lens for understanding inclusive 

education, highlighting the importance of addressing multiple, intersecting factors that shape learners' 

experiences.   

This study adopts an intersectional approach, recognising that all contextual factors contribute to a 

learner's education and must be addressed to maximise the successful implementation of inclusive 

education. Intersectionality theory, as classified by Cho et al. (2013), incorporates three enquiries 

namely application, debates and political interventions. These enquiries allow learners and teachers to 

critically examine and address the diverse intersections of power and privilege within the classroom 

environment (Crenshaw, 2019). By engaging with these enquiries, the author argues that both teachers 

and learners can develop a deeper understanding of creating inclusive learning culture that 

acknowledges and value diverse learning needs.  

In short, while inclusive education recognises and values the differences among learners, 

intersectionality theory helps us understand how these differences intersect and impact learners' 

experiences; revealing the interconnectedness of identities within the education setup. By 

acknowledging power dynamics and privilege, teachers can address systemic barriers and better 

support learners in achieving their academic goals.   

2.5 Chapter summary  

This chapter reviewed literature on diversity, exclusion and inclusion as foundational concepts in 

inclusive education. The chapter also outlined the historical development of inclusive education and 

challenges experienced in the implementation of inclusive education. The chapter also highlighted the 



Collaborative self-study on inclusive education 
     205523060  

  

  

26  
  

benefits of inclusive education. Furthermore, this chapter deliberated intersectionality as the theoretical 

framework of the study. The next chapter discusses the methodological approach that was implemented 

for the study.   
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CHAPTER THREE  

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  
  

3.1 Introduction   

The purpose of this study was to explore and improve my inclusive practice using a collaborative self-

study research design in a South African High School in the Umlazi district. The study aimed to 

understand how my personal history contributed to my interest in inclusive education. The study also 

explores how my critical friends and I experience inclusive education, and why we felt compelled to 

implement strategies that would ensure inclusive education in a broad sense.  In the previous chapter, 

I reviewed the literature on inclusive education and explained how intersectionality serves as the 

theoretical framework for the study. In this chapter, I discuss the methodological approach-how I, as 

the researcher, carries out research from the specified or known methods in a specific discipline (Degn 

et al., 2019).  Hence, this chapter explains the procedures and motivations that informed the data 

generation processes.  

3.2. Research paradigm  

Ghiara (2020), Kivunja and Kuyini (2017) and Morrison (2020) describe the research paradigm as a 

structured investigation where data is generated, analysed and interpreted so as to  understand, predict 

and control the study. A research paradigm represents the theoretical or philosophical foundation of a 

research study, serving as a guiding research philosophy. According to Outhwaite et al. (2020), a 

research paradigm consists of the researcher's abstract beliefs, principles and values that influence 

their understanding of the world; how they approach research shaping how they interpret and make 

sense of research data. Furthermore, the research paradigm acts as a lens through which a researcher 

views their research topic and examines the methodological aspects of their study, grounded in a 

specific philosophical foundation. As Diaz-Kope et al. (2019) emphasise, a paradigm plays a crucial 

role in research as it provides guiding beliefs and principles that determine what is worth studying, 

how to study it and how to interpret the results. In essence, research paradigms shape the entire 

research process, from conceptualisation to conclusion.  

In this research I adopted the interpretivist paradigm to explore teacher inclusive education in a high 

school. Thanh and Thanh (2015) describe interpretivism as the development of understanding how 
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people view the world they live in through views, beliefs and opinions of the world. Therefore, this 

research seeks to develop a deeper understanding of how we (my critical friends and I) implement 

inclusive education in a high school. Compared to positivism, the interpetivist paradigm allowed me 

to draw conclusions that cannot be generalised to the entire population, but sought to view the 

phenomenon from the participants’ point of view (Morrison, 2020). Hence, in this research, I aimed at 

tapping into my past experiences and those of my critical friends, in order to find out how our past 

experiences have affected us in our daily teaching experiences, and how I can use my past experiences 

as a stepping stone to improve inclusive teaching.   

  

3.3 Research approach  

This study is guided by an interpretive research paradigm which believes that reality is subjective and 

shaped by the experiences of research participants (Höppner et al., 2022). According to Busetto et al. 

(2020), research methods that explore and understand the unique meanings individuals or groups assign 

to social or human problems are qualitative. Therefore, adopting the qualitative approach enabled me 

to comprehend the meanings constructed and make sense of my experiences in the world I live in 

(Höppner et al., 2022).   

As a qualitative researcher, I employed diverse methodologies to address questions that cannot be 

reduced to numerical data (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022). Furthermore, I applied qualitative approaches 

that involved a range of flexible and context-specific data generation and analysis procedures 

(Graneheim et al., 2017). These procedures evolved and adapted throughout the research process, 

allowing me to conduct a more detailed and in-depth exploration of the research experience. Höppner 

et al. (2022) note that, unlike quantitative research which focuses on cause-and-effect relationships, 

predict outcomes and generalise findings, qualitative research aims to generalise the study within a 

specific context. Consequently, this approach incorporates accounts of individuals' life experiences 

and their unique perspectives on the world. In this study, I aimed to explore my experiences with 

inclusive education through the theoretical lens of intersectionality.  

Similar to Rahman (2020), this qualitative research is rooted in interpretivism, which offers a 

comprehensive understanding of human experiences within specific contexts. Using this approach 

enabled me to uncover how my subjective experiences shaped my meanings and perceptions. This 

allowed me to gain a deeper understanding of how my personal experiences intersected and impacted 
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my views and beliefs in a school setup. Furthermore, as Höppner et al. (2022) elaborates, I found that 

qualitative research boasts a flexible design, allowing for adaptability and reconstruction as needed. 

However, I also discovered that the in-depth analysis of data generated requires a significant amount 

of time, and the results can only be generalised to a limited extent to the broader population.  

  

Therefore, by adopting a qualitative research approach, I was able to reflect on my past experiences, 

identifying the key elements that elevated my interest in inclusive education. These reflections, while 

personal and contextual, contributed to the research, but were not intended to be generalised to the 

entire population of teachers. Rather, they provided detailed insights into how inclusive education is 

shaped by past experiences, understood and implemented by teachers, in my specific context.  

3.4 Research design  

Research design is a clearly defined structure within which the study is implemented (Degn et al., 

2019). In this research, I used the exploratory collaborative self-study to obtain a deeper sense of the 

teaching context with regards to inclusive education. Hassa and Khairuldin (2020) define exploratory 

research as gaining understanding to increase the knowledge of a particular phenomenon. Given that 

my research employed an exploratory case study, which aligns with the interpretivist paradigm, I 

selected the qualitative research design. This approach suited my study since my aim was not to collect 

empirical data (which is the focus of quantitative research), but rather to gain deeper understanding of 

how my past experiences influenced my understanding and implementation of inclusive education 

(Maxwell, 2013).   

In this research, I selected a collaborative self-study, drawing on my personal experiences and those of 

my critical friends to investigate our experiences related to inclusive education within our current 

educational context. Self-study as a research design influenced qualitative methods to encourage me 

to explore my own teaching experiences, with the ultimate goal of self-assessment and improvement 

of teaching and learning practices (LaBoskey, 2004). By employing this research design, my critical 

friends and I gained a deeper understanding of our experiences, with the aim of becoming more 

effective teachers who can address inclusive education in our school context with greater efficacy.  
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3.4.1 Characteristics of Self-study Research Design  

Self-study is made up of a number of aspects differentiate self-study from other research designs. 

According to Samaras (2010), self-study is a reflective and systematic approach to understanding one's 

own teaching practices, involving critical examination and collaboration to produce new knowledge 

and insights that can benefit the wider educational community. The following section outlines five 

characteristics of self-study research design.  

 3.4.1.1 Personal situated enquiry  

 Samaras (2011, p. 10) describes the characteristics of self-study, the first one being that it is “personal 

situated enquiry” in the sense that it focuses on the teachers’ previous and current classroom 

experiences- meaning that it is intrinsically stimulated. There are many aspects concerning self-study, 

however the common goal “is on what difference” teachers can make in the education system through 

exploring their own practices (Pithouse-Morgan et al., 2014, p. 1). Samaras (2011, p. 10) argues that 

self-study aims to reconcile the "living contradiction" that arises when there is a discrepancy between 

one's professed beliefs and actual practices, seeking to find a balance between the two. Loughran (2007, 

p. 14) further argues that “living contradictions” bring a balance between theory and practice, for the 

development of knowledge about education practices. Through the self-study design, I was able to 

introspectively examine my experiences and challenges, promoting a reflective analysis of my role as 

both a learner and a teacher.        

3.4.1.2 Critical collaborative enquiry  

The second characteristic of self-study research, according to Samaras (2011, p. 10), is “critical 

collaborative enquiry”. Samaras (2011) argues that the development and success of self-study may 

begin with self, but it also involves other stakeholders such as colleagues, learners and “critical friends” 

as well. Pithouse-Morgan et al. (2014) further argue that teaching and learning is a two-way process 

and therefore getting feedback from trusted colleagues ("critical friends") is important to help us 

question our assumptions and biases and improve our practice. According to Loughran (2007), the 

purpose of self-study is twofold: to enhance the individual's understanding and to share that knowledge 

with others, thereby contributing to the wider community. By investigating my and critical friends’ 

teaching experience through collaborative self-study, I sought to identify the contextual factors that 

impacted the implementation of inclusive education, ultimately gaining a deeper understanding of how 

our past experiences shaped our understanding and implementation of inclusive education.     
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3.4.1.3 Improved learning  

The third characteristic of self-study, according to Samaras (2011, p. 11), is that it involves “improved 

learning”. Samaras (2010) argues that self-study should encourage improvement in personal teaching 

skills and as a result, influence those around you. Loughran (2007) suggests that teachers who engage 

in self-study do so to enhance their teaching practices, ultimately seeking to refine their teaching 

experiences and, in turn, improve the quality of teacher education as a whole. Similarly, Pothouse-

Morgan (2022) maintains that teachers need to explore their childhood and teaching experiences with 

the aim of improving their educational practices. It is for this reason that I am revisiting my childhood 

to investigate if it has any influence on my teaching practice, with the aim to improve my own personal 

skills.   

  3.4.1.4 A transparent and systematic research process  

The fourth characteristic according to Samaras (2011, p. 11) entails “a transparent and systematic 

process”. Samaras (2011, p. 11) believes that self-study enhances openness and honesty to allow 

“critical friends” to question and learn from it. Loughran (2007) describes self-study as a process of 

validation that relies on trustworthiness, emphasising the importance of rigorous and dependable 

methods in self-study research. Loughran (2007) posits that trustworthiness is essential in self-study 

and therefore needs to be given special attention. This means that when trustworthiness is not entailed 

in self-study, the study is likely to be questionable. Samaras (2011, p. 11) believes that teachers who 

engage in self-study aim to be transparent to such an extent that “the research process is enhanced 

through the review of critical friends who ask probing questions and offer alternative perspectives and 

interpretations”. Pithouse-Morgan (2022) notes that self-study research is theory-driven and ethical, 

involving a transparent and reflective process where researchers openly examine their thoughts and 

actions, and invite feedback from others to gain new insights and perspectives.  

This research allowed me to interact with my critical friends and share our teaching experiences with 

the aim of improving our teaching practices.  

 3.4.1.5 Knowledge generation and presentation  

The fifth characteristic, as identified by Samaras (2011), is that self-study involves creating and sharing 

knowledge. Samaras (2011) emphasises that self-study research is not solely about personal 

experiences, but rather involves making one's study public to facilitate review and critique. Pithouse-

Morgan et al. (2014) argue that self-study researchers concerned with educational change should 
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balance their inward focus with an outward perspective on the political and social context. Pithouse-

Morgan et al. (2014) also note that teachers' self-study can contribute to social action through creative 

and participatory research methods. According to Pithouse-Morgan (2022), self-study teachers who 

share their thinking and inquiry help teachers develop their knowledge of teaching practice, become 

aware of their own and others' needs, and make more meaningful and open decisions. This research 

approach allowed me to critically examine how my educational background and interactions with 

learners and colleagues has influenced me and how these experiences have shaped my teaching context.  

  

3.5 Research location  

The research location is the geographical site where the study takes place (Rousseau & Fried, 2001). I 

conducted the study in Umlazi Township, an impoverished school where I work as a teacher. Learners 

at the school do not pay school fees, while their meals are provided by the Department of Education’s 

feeding programme. For some of our learners, these meals are the only meals they receive for the day. 

This school has an enrolment of more than 1500 learners. Some learners live in child-headed homes, 

while others are faced with challenges like rape, abuse and poverty. The school has a staff of 47 

teachers who service more than 1500 learners. In Grade 8 and 9, the average number of learners is 65 

and 52 per class, which exceeds the post provisioning norm set by the Department of Basic Education.  

The data was generated after working hours to allow for smooth running of the school programmes. 

As compared to conducting research in other schools, selecting a school where I was currently working 

at the time served as an advantage. The environment and my critical friends were familiar to me.  I 

identified a need for greater inclusion at my school and wanted to make a positive difference by 

transforming my practice. Also, no extra travelling costs were incurred, as I could easily gain access 

to my research site and my critical friends.  

  

3.6 My critical friends as research participants  

Purposive sampling, as a non-probability sampling technique, is generally utilised to select research 

participants in the research process (Diaz-Kope et al., 2019). In this collaborative self-study, however, 

the selection of research participants is quite different. Firstly, I, the researcher was the main participant 

in this type of research. Due to the nature of self-study, the focus was primarily on my self-reflection 

to improve my practice and become better  as a teacher (Campbell et al., 2020). Although self-study is 



Collaborative self-study on inclusive education 
     205523060  

  

  

33  
  

focused on personal and professional learning, interaction and interpersonal collaboration offer unique 

insights; therefore, I opted for a collaborative self-study. Similar to Pithouse-Morgan et al. (2014), I 

acknowledge that my learning occurred due to the input from my interactions with my colleagues as 

critical friends in my teaching context. At the outset, therefore, I needed to exercise discretion in 

selecting participants who would be appropriate for the study. I, therefore, purposefully selected 

participants who possessed the necessary expertise and experience to contribute positively to the 

research processes (Bedi et al., 2021). Similar to Samaras (2011), two of my trusted colleagues 

experienced in the teaching profession were selected as critical friends who were supportive, yet also 

challenged my ideas. Kortjass (2020) explains that critical friends are colleagues who offer honest and 

valuable opinions about improving our educational experiences. These friends played an important 

role in providing feedback, which encouraged me to reflect more on my teaching experiences, with the 

aim of improving my teaching pedagogies.  Furthermore, the selection of critical friends was aligned 

with my objectives as a self-study researcher. My critical friends provided many questions that 

revealed deeper insights into my experiences and perceptions of inclusive education in the context of 

this study.  

Table 3.1 indicates the biographical details of myself and the two selected research participants who 

took on the role of critical friends.  
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Table 3.1: Biographical details for participants   

  SELF  STUDY  

RESEARCHER  

CRITICAL  

FRIEND 1  

CRITICAL  

FRIEND 2  

GENDER  Female   Female  Male  

AGE (in years)  37  31  40  

SUBJECT(S)  

TAUGHT  

Mathematics  English and  

Tourism  

Computer  

Applications  

Technology  (CAT)  

and   

Physical Sciences  

TEACHING  

EXPERIENCE   

15 years  7 years  16 years  

HIGHEST  

QUALIFICATIONS  
Bachelor’s degree in 

Educational  

Psychology (Hons)  

Bachelor’s degree in 

Gender  

Education (Hons)  

Bachelor of Education 
degree  

  

  

3.7 Data generation methods  

Data generation is an essential aspect of the research process, as it allows researchers to make relevant 

conclusions (Campbell et al., 2020; Maxwell, 2013). To achieve this, Ghiara (2020) argues that 

selecting appropriate data generation methods that align with research goals is of essence. Furthermore, 

using a combination of data generation methods provides a more understanding, as these methods 

complement and support the others (Diaz-Kope et al., 2019). This approach is particularly useful in 

self-study design, which employs diverse methods to gain a detailed  understanding of a research topic 

(Kortjass, 2020).  
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In this research, I used different methods which included memory-work, reflective journals, mind-

maps and discussions, to achieve an understanding of inclusive education. The use of different methods 

allowed me to triangulate data, catering to diverse learning styles and ensuring different perspectives 

were captured (Degn et al., 2019; Kortjass, 2020; PithouseMorgan & Samaras, 2017). While using 

multiple data generation methods can be time and resource-consuming (Hauge, 2021), the different 

methods contributed to the trustworthiness and richness of the data collected.  

3.7.1 Memory-work  

Memory-work is a data generation method used in self-study research and it involves systematically 

reflecting on personal experiences and memories related to a research topic (Pithouse-Morgan et al., 

2019; Samaras, 2011). According to the authors, memory work requires the researcher to recall and 

write down memories using inspirations to stimulate recall, and to analyse and interpret them according 

to their patterns. Through memory-work, researchers can obtain a deeper understanding of their own 

experiences and how these experiences evolved over time. As highlighted by Onyx and Small (2001), 

cited by Therre (2022, p. 19), memory-work is an appropriate tool to reflect on “specific memories”, 

enabling the researcher to identify memories that shaped their interest in inclusive education. Like 

Kortjass (2020, p. 75), I believe that memory-work enabled me to document both “positive and 

negative” memories, bring them all together, with the aim of improving my practices.  

I began with memory-work and reflective journals as a data generation method. As highlighted by 

Onyx and Small (2001), cited by Therre (2022, p. 19), memory-work is an appropriate tool to reflect 

on “specific memories,” as I believe it enabled me to identify memories that shaped my interest in 

inclusive education. In this study, memory-work assisted me to identify key moments and insights that 

shaped my understanding and implementation of inclusive practices. Similar to Kortjass (2020), 

examining my past experiences and emotions, memory-work provided a detailed perspective on how 

my experiences developed my interest in inclusive education. This method allowed me to explore my 

personal and professional growth, enabling me to identify key learning experiences and challenges that 

shaped my development. Consequently, examining my own memories and experiences enabled me to 

generate new insights and knowledge that can inform my research, as well as my teaching practices.  
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3.7.2 Reflective journals  

Reflective journals are a valuable data generation method in self-study research, allowing researchers 

to document their personal and professional growth (Kortjass, 2020). By regularly writing in a 

reflective journal, researchers can explore their experiences and as a result, develop a deeper 

understanding of their study. According to Dhlula-Moruri (2020), reflective journals provide a space 

for researchers to identify areas for improvement and develop a more reflective and critically aware 

approach to their research.  

In my reflection process, I jotted down my thoughts and experiences related to inclusive education, 

identify areas for improvement and develop a more thoughtful understanding of my practice. Through 

reflective journaling, I gained new insights into my beliefs, assumptions and values, and developed a 

deeper understanding of my experiences and research. By analysing my reflective journal entries, I 

was able to discover areas for improvement and insights to redefine my approach to inclusive 

education. Consequently, reflective journals offered a unique window into my thoughts and 

experiences, thus providing insightful source of data for the self-study research.  

3.7.3 Mind-maps  

Mind-maps are a visual data generation method used in self-study research to explore, organise and 

group ideas (Kortjass, 2020). The author argues that creating a mind-map enables researchers to 

visually represent their feelings, thoughts and experiences, identify connections and relationships 

between them, and generate new insights and perspectives. According to the author, mind-maps can 

be used to brainstorm ideas and reflect on experiences, making them a useful tool for self-study 

research.  

In this study, mind-maps helped me to develop a more holistic understanding of inclusive education 

by identifying connections between different ideas and concepts regarding inclusive education. 

Through mind mapping, my critical friends and I were able to tap into our past experiences, in order 

to gain a deeper understanding of the challenges related to the implementation of inclusive education. 

Similar to Kortjass (2020), mind maps also served as a stimulus for further reflection and exploration, 

helping us to explore the deeper meaning of inclusive education in our school contexts. By using mind-

maps as a data generation method, I was able to gain a more integrated understanding of the research 

topic and identify areas for improvement in my teaching pedagogy.   
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My critical friends and I had two sessions where we discussed the challenges experienced in our 

teaching profession regarding inclusive education; as well as the importance of implementing inclusive 

education in our educational context. Through the discussions, we managed to identify key points 

which we used to develop mind maps.      

3.7.4 Discussions  

As highlighted by Kortjass (2020, p. 61), discussions in self-study research develops “excellent mutual 

relationship”, allowing critical friends to learn from each other. Discussions also challenge researchers 

to think and group data such that it makes meaning to engagements at hand (Dhlula-Moruri, 2020). 

Within the discussions, I incorporated pictures because, according to Dhlula-Moruri (2020, p. 59), they 

were “the most useful artefacts as they illustrated what I wanted to convey about my personal history 

in the most authentic way”.  

In this study, discussions helped me to communicate with my critical friends in collaboratively 

exploring the challenges that we experience in our daily teaching experiences. The discussions assisted 

me to uncover the meaning of inclusive education at an intersectional lens. The discussions took place 

after working hours where I had two sessions with each critical friend  

  

 3.8 Data Generation Procedures  

Below is an explanation the procedures that were followed to generate and interpret data:  

 3.8.1 Research Question 1: Data generation procedures  

Research question 1: What parts of my personal history contribute to my interest in inclusive 

education?  

To respond to research question one, I used memory-work and reflective journals. I used an old family 

picture as a prompt to elicit parts of my personal history that have contributed to my interest in inclusive 

education. In addition to memory-work, data triangulation was facilitated by written entries in my 

teacher reflective journal. As defined by Small (2007, p. 4) this research follows three phases of 

memory-work as a means of generating data.  

In phase one, I asked myself the following question, “what photograph of my family might be a prompt 

to help me critically reflect on my own history and how it has influenced my preferences, choices, and 
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practices as an inclusive teacher?” In phase two, I used the selected family picture to trigger my past 

personal experiences and how they have impacted on my current inclusive teaching practices. I also 

wrote these memories down in my reflective journal, which assisted with data triangulation. In phase 

three, I analysed my memories and reflective journaling and identified how they relate to my 

professional development as an inclusive teacher.   

 3.8.2 Research Question 2: Data generation procedures  
  

Research question2: How do we experience inclusive education in our educational context?  

To respond to the second research question, I used field notes of discussions and a mind-map. My 

interactions in a dialogue session with my critical friends enabled us to share our experiences, 

challenges and understandings of inclusive education in our school. In phase one, I started a discussion 

session by introducing my colleagues to a definition of inclusive education from a theoretical 

perspective of intersectionality. In phase two, through discussion, my colleagues and I explored our 

experiences of inclusive education in our school context to develop a deeper understanding of the parts 

that have been achieved and those that still need to be improved upon. To represent data, I used 

discussions. In phase three, I made notes of our discussions, thereafter used thematic analysis to 

identify themes in the data and finalise my findings. The mind maps were helpful in triangulating the 

data that was jotted down from the discussions (Hemmings & Hill, 2014).   

3.8.3 Research Question 3: Data generation procedures  
  

Research question 3: Why do we need to implement inclusive education from an intersectional lens in 

our educational context?   

Based on our discussions during the first dialogue group and the discussion of our memorywork and 

mind maps I asked my colleagues to brainstorm with me why we need to implement inclusive 

education from an intersectional lens in our educational context. In phase one, we used a flip chart to 

document our ideas. In phase two, through discussions, my colleagues and I explored why we need to 

implement inclusive education from an intersectional lens in our school context. To represent data, I 

used a reflective journal and mind-map to present findings. In phase three, I wrote down notes from 

the discussions. I thereafter used thematic analysis to identify themes in the data and finalise my 

findings. The entries in our reflective journals were helpful in triangulating the data that jotted down 
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from the discussions (Hemmings & Hill, 2014). The following section presents synthesis of the 

research findings and the interpretations of the data.  

  

3.9 Data analysis  

Analysing data allows the researcher to draw appropriate conclusions from the data generated and, 

therefore, it is essential for the researcher to select a method that will best suit the study. For the purpose 

of this research, I used thematic data analysis method. Lin (2019) defines thematic analysis as a 

systematic method of generating data such that the researcher is able to look at the data, organise it and 

make sense of it. Data- driven themes were then generated through data coding and analysis to obtain 

detailed thematic analysis as elaborated by Braun and Clarke (2006) in Hemmings and Hill (2014). 

Furthermore, this research used in-depth thematic analysis to identify emerging themes through six 

steps, as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006) in Terry et al. (2017):   

Firstly, I ensured familiarisation by reviewing the collected data, which helped me to develop in depth 

understanding of the research context and participants' responses. This involved thoroughly reading 

and re-reading the data, including field notes from discussions about inclusive education. By doing so, 

I was able to identify patterns, themes and codes, and develop a rich understanding of the data, which 

informed my entire analysis and interpretation.  

Secondly, recognising patterns in the data I generated, I sorted it out into specific codes. This involved 

identifying recurring themes of my study and ideas in the data and categorising them into unique codes. 

By doing so, I was able to organise and structure the data in a way that revealed meaningful insights 

and relationships, which informed my analysis and interpretation. This coding process helped me to 

identify key findings, trends and outcomes that emerged from inclusive education’s data.  

Thirdly, I compared the data by grouping the initial codes to identify themes emanating from the data 

I generated. This involved categorising the codes into broader themes and sub-themes, which helped 

me to see the relationships and patterns between the different codes. By doing so, I was able to identify 

key themes that emerged from the data, which revealed meaningful insights and findings on inclusive 

education in a school at the Umlazi District. This process of theme identification helped me to extract 

the essence of the data, and to develop a deeper understanding of our experiences and perspectives on 

inclusion.  
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Fourthly, I grouped and reviewed the themes I identified into general themes. This involved 

categorising the themes into higher-level categories, which helped me to see the overarching patterns 

and relationships between the themes. By doing so, I was able to identify general themes that captured 

the essence of the data, and to develop a comprehensive understanding of the research findings. This 

process of theme categorisation helped me to synthesise the data, and to identify the key takeaways 

and implications of the research.  

Fifthly, I ensured that the themes I selected made sense in relation to each research question, literature 

review, theoretical framework, methodology and data analysis. This involved critically evaluating the 

themes to ensure they were coherent, consistent and accurately reflected the data. By doing so, I was 

able to confirm that the themes I identified were meaningful, relevant and trustworthy, and that they 

effectively captured the essence of the research findings. This process of theme validation helped me 

to increase the credibility and reliability of my research.  

Lastly, I selected delegate statements to support the existing data and themes. This involved carefully 

choosing quotes from the data that accurately represented the themes and findings, and that helped to 

illustrate our experiences and perspectives. By doing so, I was able to use the critical friends' own 

words to bring the data to life, and to provide a deeper understanding of the research findings. This 

process of selecting delegate statements helped me to add depth and credibility to my research report.   

  

3.10 Trustworthiness  

Trustworthiness in qualitative research is a tool that is used to evaluate the quality and loopholes of the 

data generated and interpreted (Amin et al., 2020). Samaras (2011) argues that by integrating openness, 

authenticity and critical reflection, self-study researchers can build a credible and trustworthy 

foundation for their research. Furthermore, Kortjass (2020, p. 71) argues that “conducting research 

ethically enhances the quality of research and contributes to its trustworthiness”. Trustworthiness 

therefore is discussed under the following sub-headings:   

3.10.1 Credibility  

Credibility refers to the degree to which the research findings are true and trustworthy, based on the 

researcher's methodology and data analysis (Samaras, 2011). According to the author, credibility is 

established through the researcher's transparent and systematic approach, use of multiple data sources 

and thorough data analysis. Credibility is related to the element of trustworthiness, as it establishes the 
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researcher's credibility and expertise in the field, making the findings more trustworthy. According to 

Kortjass (2020), a credible researcher is one who analyses data systematically and has a deep 

understanding of the research topic.  

In this study, I sought to ensure that the research findings were true and accurate; and I used 

triangulation to show that my study's findings were credible (Nowell et al., 2017). I used similar 

research from other authors to strike a balance between what other researchers had found and my own 

study's findings. By doing so, I was able to increase the credibility and trustworthiness of my research. 

I aimed to demonstrate that my study's findings were not isolated, but rather complemented and 

supported existing research in the field. Through triangulation, I was able to cross-check and verify 

my findings, increasing the confidence in my results (Fletcher, 2012).   

3.10.2 Transferability  

Transferability is the degree to which the research findings can be generalised, applied or transferred 

to other contexts (Amin et al., 2020). Transferability is related to the element of trustworthiness such 

that it establishes the relevance and applicability of the findings beyond the specific research context. 

A transferable study is one where the findings can be applied to other similar contexts, and the 

researcher has provided enough detail for others to make informed decisions about its applicability 

(Kortjass, 2020).  

This study aimed to demonstrate that its findings were applicable to other contexts, such as similar 

populations and similar phenomena (Amin et al., 2020). I provided detailed descriptions of my research 

methods and research context to indicate that the study could be applied to other similar situations. 

Similar to Samaras (2011), this helped me to conduct a thorough investigation in data collection and 

representation, ensuring that my research met the standards acceptable in academic research. By doing 

so, I was able to increase the transferability of the findings and contribute to the existing body of 

knowledge.   

3.10.3 Confirmability  

Samaras (2011) defines confirmability as the degree to which the research findings can be verified by 

others using transparent methodology, data analysis and documentation. According to the author, 

confirmability is related to the element of trustworthiness, as it ensures that the findings are not just a 

product of the researcher's biases or assumptions but can be verified by others researchers as well. 
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Furthermore, a confirmable study is one where the methodology and findings are clearly documented, 

and the data is available for others to scrutinize (Fletcher, 2012).  

 In this study, I ensured that the findings were based on our experiences and not shaped by my personal 

bias. This involved ensuring that my bias did not display favouritisms in the analysing and 

interpretating what my critical friends said to fit a personal agenda. To ensure confirmability, I 

employed an audit trail, which included every step of data analysis that provided to rationalise my 

decisions. This assisted me to accurately create research study's findings that consisted of our responses 

(Nowell et al., 2017). By doing so, I was able to increase the objectivity and confirmability of the 

research and demonstrate that my findings were grounded in the data provided.  

3.10.4 Dependability   

Dependability is the degree to which the research findings are consistent and reliable, based on the 

researcher's thorough methodology and data analysis (Fletcher, 2012; Nowell et al., 2017). According 

to the authors, it is established using different data sources, member checking and peer debriefing. 

Samaras (2011) argues that dependability is related to the element of trustworthiness, as it ensures 

consistency and reliability (over time) in research findings. A dependable study is one where the 

findings are consistent across different data sources, and the researcher has demonstrated a rigorous 

approach to data collection and analysis.  

The study sought to ensure dependability in its findings, to the extent that if it were to be repeated by 

other researchers, the findings would be consistent. In other words, if another researcher wanted to 

redo this study, they should have had enough information from my research report to do so and obtain 

similar findings (Amin et al., 2020). As Samaras (2011) emphasises, I provided detailed descriptions 

of the research methods and analysis to enable other researchers to replicate the study and verify the 

findings. By doing so, I increased the dependability of my research and demonstrated the reliability of 

my results.  

  

3.11 Ethical considerations  

According to Kortjass (2020), a strong ethical framework is crucial when conducting qualitative 

research studies in maintaining a self-critical perspective. The author maintains that this is particularly 

important in research because researchers have a responsibility to ensure that their work does not harm 
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others. In this study therefore, I recognised that ethics is a crucial component to ensure a transparent 

and fair research process (De Clercq & Phiri, 2013). This means establishing trust with my critical 

friends, ensuring they feel safe sharing their information with me. As a result, I understood that I was 

not supposed to disclose what was discussed during the research process without their consent, or their 

responses without their permission. Additionally, I made sure to conduct the research in a way that did 

not in any way intimidate, belittle or judge my critical friends based on their responses (Gharaveisi & 

Dastgoshadeh, 2020). I endeavoured to be transparent, providing enough information about the 

research context (Makel & Plucker, 2017; Lazaro et al., 2015). I also maintained good record-keeping, 

verified data with my critical friends, ensured proper and confidentiality. Furthermore, I withheld the 

names of my critical friends in the research report and sought their verification and approval before 

the data generation and presentation processes (De Clercq & Phiri, 2013).  

 The research environment was secure and conducive, allowing my critical friends to decline or 

withdraw from the study at any stage if they felt uncomfortable (Gajjar, 2013). I was aware of the 

ethical concerns when accessing participants through a gatekeeper (Flewitt, 2015). To address this, I 

obtained permission from the Department of Education Durban region and received consent from the 

school Principal and two qualified colleagues (critical friends) who participated in the research. I 

withheld the school’s name to ensure confidentiality (De Clercq & Phiri, 2013). I reported my critical 

friends’ responses precisely, without bias, exactly as they responded.  

3.12 Chapter summary  

In this chapter, I identified and outlined the research methodology of the study and the reasons behind 

these choices. I elaborated on the interpretive paradigm, research design, methods of data generation 

(memory work, reflective journals, mind-maps and discussions), data analysis techniques, sampling 

method and ethical considerations. The chapter also outlined trustworthiness and ethical consideration 

of the study.  The next chapter focuses on discussing the findings based on personal experiences, as 

well as the experiences of my two colleagues who took on the role of critical friends. It also presents 

and interprets data generated from memory work, reflective journals, mind maps, as well as discussion 

entries in relation to the literature and theoretical framework.   
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CHAPTER FOUR  

DATA PRESENTATION AND INTERPRETATION  
  

4.1 Introduction   

This study focused on enhancing my inclusive teaching practices through a collaborative self-study 

approach at a high school in the Umlazi district of South Africa. By examining how my personal 

experiences and background influenced my passion for inclusive education, I sought to gain a deeper 

understanding of myself as an educator and identify ways to better support diverse learners. In the 

previous chapter, I discussed the methods of generating and analysing the research data. This chapter 

provides a presentation and interpretation of data generated by myself, the researcher, and two other 

colleagues who are my critical friends.   

The following research questions shaped my study and informed the data generation and presentation:  

1. What parts of my personal history contribute to my interest in inclusive education?  

2. How do we experience inclusive education in our educational context?  

3. Why do we need to implement inclusive education from an intersectional lens in our 

educational context?  

 The study generated data that was analysed in light of the literature reviewed in Chapter Two and the 

theoretical framework underpinning this study. Using thematic analysis, the data generated from my 

reflections and collaborations were analysed, identifying common patterns which were grouped into 

themes and subthemes that revolved around our reflections on inclusion in education. I used the table 

below to present the data in alignment with the research questions.  
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Table 4.1: Research questions and findings  

Research question  Data generation  Theme  Sub-themes  

What parts of my personal 

history contribute to my 

interest in inclusive 

education?  

  

-Memory Work  

-Reflective journal  

   

-My personal history 

and inclusive  

education   

-Past experiences of 

discrimination  

- My late friend  

-Teaching  as  a  

Practical Choice -

Parent experiences of 

discrimination  

  

How do we experience 

inclusive education in our 

educational context?  

  

-Mind -maps -
Discussions   

 -Challenges  

experienced by 

teachers in the 

implementation of  

inclusive education  

- Overcrowded classes 

-Teachers’ negative  

attitudes  

-Inadequate support 

from the Department 

of Education 

Standardised  

Curriculum and Tests  

-Insufficient resources  

  

Why do we need to implement 

inclusive education from an 

intersectional lens in our 

educational context?   

  

-Reflective Journals  

-Discussions   

- Mind-maps  

Importance  of  

understanding 
intersectionality 
 for inclusive 
education  

-Inclusion for all  

-Different identities -

Intersectionality 

complexities  -

Democratic 

classrooms  

-Social  justice 
 and diversity  
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4.2 Findings and Interpretations  

In this section, the three main themes that emerged from the data are discussed:  

• My personal history and inclusive education   
• Experiences and the implementation of inclusive education  
• Importance of understanding intersectionality theory for inclusive education  

The data is presented in the form of self-reflections, reflections from critical friends and personal 

interpretation of learnings.   

4.2.1 Theme 1: My personal history and inclusive education  

This theme is motivated by the question: What parts of my personal history contribute to my interest 

in inclusive education? To respond to the first research question, this theme comprises four sub-themes, 

which include a) a tough childhood, b) a story about how I met my late friend and how meeting her 

changed my life, c) teaching as a practical choice, and d) parent experience of discrimination.   

4.2.1.1 Sub-theme 1: A tough childhood  

 

  
Image 4.1: Memory-work, a photograph of my mother at work as a receptionist  

I am the last born of the family and I grew up in Osizweni, a township situated in Newcastle. I was 

raised by a single parent; my father passed away when I was four years old. At home I lived with my 



Collaborative self-study on inclusive education 
     205523060  

  

  

47  
  

mother, five siblings and two grandchildren. We stayed in a four-bedroom house which was built by 

my father before he passed on. The house was not well structured and had no plan that was drawn 

when it was built; as a result, it had a lot of leaks on the roof. My siblings and I were never excited 

about rain because it meant we had to leave everything, rush home and place buckets that would 

prevent water from spreading all over the house. Life was tough to an extent that my mother was the 

only one who was working. She did not have a stable well-paying job, as she worked as a receptionist 

at a doctor’s surgery (Image 4.1). Page and Stevens (2005, p. 77) affirm that “previous researchers 

have shown that children who grow up in single-parent families have lower incomes than children who 

grow up in two-parent families”. My mother tried to make ends meet, even though she was earning 

around eight hundred rands per month, which was not enough to meet all the household’s needs.   

As I grew up, I could see my mother’s house falling apart because of the rain, and at the same time, at 

school, I experienced some kind of exclusion in the sense that I struggled to make friends. This put me 

under a lot of pressure. I would see some of my schoolmates with many friends, I had none. At one 

time I was sitting with my classmates during break time, and we were playing a game where everyone 

was writing a list of their friends, and because of peer pressure, I wrote three names of the girls I wanted 

to be my friends. It was such an embarrassment because when they wrote their friends’ lists, they did 

not include my name. This affected me academically because I felt that I lacked love and a sense of 

belonging, as explained in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, that every individual requires a sense of love 

and belonging (Carducci, 2020. My tough childhood contributed to my journey of becoming an 

inclusive teacher.   

Personal Learning from Memory-Work  

Contribution to my journey as an Inclusive Teacher: A Tough Childhood  

Coming from a single-parent household and experiencing exclusion in high school elevated my 

interest in inclusive education. My experiences eventually developed empathy and a deep 

understanding of the diverse learning needs within a school environment. These diverse needs are a 

result of the different identity categories, in my classroom (Dobbin & Kalev, 2022). Recognising 

learners’ needs (love and belonging) through my experiences, as outlined in Maslow's hierarchy of 

needs (Carducci, 2020), developed the reason to create a conducive learning environment where all 

learners feel safe, valued and included. Similar to Pianta and Stuhlman (2004) and Santos et al. 
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(2010); building solid relationships, identifying socioeconomic barriers and enforcing a sense of 

belonging, encouraged me to create a conducive classroom environment that promotes inclusion, 

celebrates diversity, and encourages mutual respect within a school environment. This aligned with a 

study by Howes et al. (1994), who concluded that prosocial behaviour and withdrawing behaviour 

towards fellow learners were impacted by the quality of the relationship with the teacher. Additionally, 

due to the hardships I experienced, my personal journey encouraged me to motivate learners to thrive, 

regardless of their own challenges. Consequently, these experiences have equipped me with positivity 

and enthusiasm to implement inclusive education and to ensure every learner reaches their full 

potential academically, socially and emotionally.  

  

  

4.2.1.2 Subtheme 2: My Late Friend  

In Grade Eleven, I met my late friend who was also raised by a single parent like me and she shared 

the same desire as me, namely to renovate her mother’s house (Image 4.2). Life became better   

  

  Image 4.2: Memory-work, A picture of my late friend and I when we were doing grade 12 (2004)  

because I realised I was not the only one who had low self-esteem due to impoverished background, 

we both shared common goals and struggles. We both felt that the uniform did not fit us well like other 
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learners, we both struggled to make friends because we felt that we were not ‘cool’ enough to meet the 

standards of the others. However, due to perseverance and courage to thrive for more, we eventually 

developed bravery and realised that the challenges we went through were only preparing us to be better 

people in the future and that it was only dedication and consistency in our studies that was going to 

open new doors for us. This image above made me realise the learners I teach go through different 

challenges, and if these challenges are not addressed, some learners may easily get distracted in class. 

this posed as a achallenge in the implementation of inclusive education.  

Personal Learning from Memory-Work   

Contribution to my journey as an Inclusive Teacher: My Late Friend  

Similar to Therre (2022), reflecting on my memories enabled me to unleash both “positive and 

negative” memories.  I learned that learners face several challenges, other than the exclusion of 

learners with physical and learning disabilities. This aligns with many scholars (for example; 

Cologon, 2019; Engelbrecht, 2020) who highlight that in schools, learners continue to face challenges 

that go beyond physical and mental disabilities, which affect their learning processes. In this case, 

socioeconomic factors such as low self-esteem and struggling to make friends, contributed towards 

learners’ exclusion. My experience therefore encouraged me to build strong, empathetic relationships, 

and to promote and encourage support among learners, as aligned with Santos et al. (2016). I believe 

sharing my experiences with learners will not only demonstrate how I overcame my own challenges, 

but will also cultivate an environment where they feel safe to share their challenges, cultivate a sense 

of belonging and empower themselves to overcome obstacles through sharing and collaboration 

(Dewsbury & Brame, 2019; Engelbrecht, 2020)  

  
4.2.1.3 Subtheme 3: Teaching a Practical Choice  

When I was doing Grade 12, I realised that there were many graduates who had no jobs due to their 

career choices. Some of them had degrees in Bachelor of Commerce Accounting, Financial 

Management and Marketing. This worried me a lot because I was so keen to renovate my mother’s 

house (Image 4.3) and I had to select a career that had job opportunities. There was nothing as painful 

as seeing my mother trying to pull herself together for her children’s sake. I then embarked on a 

research to find out how different careers operated in terms of job opportunities. I observed that the 

teaching profession had more job opportunities than any other careers at that time. I decided to apply 
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only for the teaching profession because, according to my mini research about careers, I was certain 

that after graduation, I would not be without a job.   

During the application process, most teachers in my school discouraged me from joining the teaching 

profession (some were even laughing at me) because they felt that they were underpaid by the 

Department of Education. Except for one teacher who helped me and encouraged me to apply, other 

teachers discouraged me from applying to a single university, for one course choice. Instead, they 

encouraged us to apply for at least three career choices. This made me realise that the teaching 

profession was not only undermined by external forces, but it was also looked down upon by people 

who were within the profession itself. That alone said a lot about the kind of education and the level 

of passion for their jobs. Regardless of all the discouragements, I went on with my application because, 

in the back of my mind, I knew what I wanted to achieve. I wanted to help renovate my mother’s house, 

and teaching was the only career that made sense to me at the time.    

Specia and Osman (2015) suggest that there is a common belief that may be harmful to the teaching 

profession, that teachers are “born”. Scott and Dinham (2008, p. 116) further argue that some teachers 

are not born, but acquire skills “through training”. As such, the drive behind my choice was not so 

much about passion, but it was more about renovating my mother’s house so that even the rain that 

affected the house would not destroy our household belongings anymore. Besides my personal 

experiences, my mother’s stories also aroused my interest in inclusive education.  

 
Image 4.3: Memory-work, my mother’s renovated house  
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Personal Learning from Reflective Journal  

Contribution to my journey as an Inclusive Teacher: Renovating my Mother’s House The 

memory-work above indicates how my motivation to become a teacher was a result of my 

impoverished circumstances. My childhood dream of renovating my mother’s house (Image 4.3) 

channelled my decision to become a teacher. Despite the discouragements I received from teachers, 

selecting a career choice that served my needs well indicated that not all teachers are “born 

teachers”. Some teachers are driven by practical circumstances in choosing the teaching career 

(Scott & Dinham. 2008). From this reflection, I learned that passion for teaching does not only 

emerge from within, but it can also be acquired through teacher-development programmes such as 

workshops and seminars aimed at equipping teaching with adequate knowledge to carry out the 

mandate of implementing inclusive education successfully (Engelbrecht, 2020; Mncube & Lebopa, 

2019).   

  

4.2.1.4 Subtheme 4: Parent Experiences of Discrimination   

My journey towards inclusive education was stimulated by a story I was told by my mother about the 

education system that was offered during the early 60’s. My mother always emphasised that she wanted 

us to have a better education than the one she received. She believed that the education that was offered 

at that time did not encourage her to be confident and brave. She explained that most teachers who 

taught at that time were people who had just finished grade twelve and not trained to become teachers 

like how it is done currently. When writing a test, my mother would write the correct answer and then 

immediately scratch it and write an incorrect one just because she had no confidence in herself and 

was unsure which answer was correct. As a result, my mother could not finish school. This story was 

an eye opener to me in such a way that I realised that not only are learners excluded based on their 

physical and mental disabilities, but there are other factors that may lead to exclusion of learners.   

My mothers’ story made me curious in knowing more about other challenges that learners face, which 

may hinder successful teaching and learning.  Furthermore, the story aroused my interest in inclusive 

education to such an extent that I wanted to look back on my school and teaching journey to discover 

how inclusive education shaped the way I conduct my lessons as a teacher. This is the reason I decided 

to conduct a self-study method and focus on an intersectional lens. I decided to focus on intersectional 

approach to inclusive education because my former Supervisor, Dr Frizelle, who offered me several 
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articles to read on this approach, conducted a mini workshop to enlighten me about this approach. I 

had never heard about intersectionality before, and I was quite excited to explore this approach because 

it does not only emphasise inclusive education as an inclusion of learners who are physically and 

mentally disabled, but also considers other challenges that learners are faced with, such as financial 

struggles, poverty, teenage pregnancy, and so on.  Young and Anderson (2021) affirm that both these 

contextual factors should be addressed to maximise effective teaching and learning. This means that 

one learner might experience exclusion in more than one aspect of life. Below is the picture of my 

mother and her two friends while she was still a learner (Image 4.4.).      

      

Image 4.4: Memory-work, my mom (in the middle) and her two friends during her school days  
Contribution to my journey as an Inclusive Teacher: Parent Experiences of  

Discrimination  
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The illustration above confirms that my socioeconomic status elevated my interest in inclusive 

education and was an eye-opener that inclusive education is not only about disability. From the 

analysis of the above memory-work, I learned that my desire to become a teacher was driven by social 

circumstances; being raised by a single parent who was not financially stable drove my desire to pull 

my family out of poverty. My mother’s experiences of the kind of education system she experienced in 

the 1960s (image 4.4), and her lack of confidence, contributed the broader scope of educational 

exclusion beyond physical and mental disabilities. This story ignited my curiosity about various 

factors, such as socioeconomic status, that can hinder successful learning. My journey towards 

becoming an inclusive teacher was further influenced by my upbringing in a financially unstable 

single-parent household, driving my desire to support marginalised learners. The introduction to 

intersectionality increased my knowledge and understanding of the intersectionality and the barrier to 

inclusive education that learners face; that is, diverse challenges like poverty, discrimination based 

on sexuality and teenage pregnancy. Reflecting on my mother’s past experiences of discrimination, I 

realised that inclusive education is all about addressing all aspects of a learner's life – not just ability 

and disability to achieve inclusive teaching and learning (Afolabi, 2014; Arias et al., 2023; Bešić, 

2020; Dewsbury & Brame, 2019).  

 
 
4.2.2 Theme 2: Challenges experienced by the teachers in the implementation of inclusive 
education  

This theme is motivated by the question: How do we experience inclusive education in our educational 

context? To respond to the second research question, I began with discussions with my critical friends, 

and drawing mind maps as a data generation method. As highlighted by Kortjass (2020) and Pithouse-

Morgan and Samaras (2017), mind maps in self-study research help researchers to organise their 

reflections, resulting in more comprehensive and insightful findings. Similar to Korjass (2020), I used 

mind maps to show how the research group categorised concepts and created links. This theme 

comprises the five subthemes, as outlined in the mind map below (Image 4.5), which include the 

challenges related to the implementation of inclusive education.  

Below is a mind map that emerged from the discussion regarding the challenges with the 

implementation of inclusive education, as discussed by my colleagues and I. In this case, I refer to my 

colleagues as my critical friends. Kortjass (2020, p. 13) indicates that “a transparent and systematic 
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research process” is one that is characterised by honest procedure among the researcher and 

participants (referred to as critical friends).    

    

    Image 4.5: Mind map, challenges related to the implementation of inclusive education  

  

4.2.2.1 Subtheme 1: Overcrowded classes  

In a discussion with my colleagues, we noted that most of the classes in our school are overcrowded. 
Table 4.2describes the average number of learners per grade (Table 4.2):   

Table 4.2: My School’s average numbers of learners per 
class  

Grade  Average number of learners per 
class  

Grade 8  65  

Grade 9  52  

Grade 10  65  

Grade 11  55  
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Grade 12  40  

  
Graham (2023) argues that there is link between the number of learners in class, and the quality of 

teaching that the learners receive. This means that in an overcrowded class, the quality of teaching is 

likely to be less than that of a non-overcrowded class. Furthermore, while Graham  (2023, p. 169) 

argues that “when classrooms are overcrowded, this may lead to a stressful environment which can 

negatively impact the quality of teaching and learning that is possible”. Küçükler and Kodal (2019) 

emphasise that managing and obtaining good results in an overcrowded class remains a challenge.    

 Through the discussions, my critical friends indicated that most of the classes in our school are 

overcrowded, that it becomes difficult for a teacher to give individual attention in class. “Even marking 

and providing prompt feedback for the entire class becomes a challenge” one critical friend remarked. 

Through the discussions, we also discovered that there is a challenge in recalling most learners’ names 

due to overcrowded classes. We then concluded that teaching an overcrowded class contributes to the 

exclusion of some learners, to such an extent that it becomes difficult to identify different learning 

needs.  

  

Challenges Experienced in the implementation of Inclusive Education: Overcrowded 

Classroom  

My key learnings from implementing inclusive education reveal that overcrowded classes contribute 

significantly in delaying the process of successfully implementing inclusive education. A teacher with 

60 learners in one class finds it challenging to remember the names of all learners and attend to all 

their diverse learning needs, thus affecting the quality of teaching. Research by Graham (2023) 

indicate that overcrowded classes negatively impact both teaching and learning such that it creates 

stressful environment and reduces teaching quality. Consequently, this aligns with Küçükler and 

Kodal (2019) who maintain that large classes make it difficult for teachers individualise attention, 

recall the learners' names, and cater to their different learning needs, which results in greater 

challenges in achieving inclusive education.  
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4.2.2.2 Subtheme 2: Teachers’ negative attitude towards the implementation of inclusive 
education  

The discussion I had with my critical friends revealed that some of the teachers around us are skeptical 

towards the implementation of inclusive education. Some teachers feel that the learners should be 

allocated to different schools based on their performance; others feel that learners with different 

learning needs are too hard to handle. My critical friends indicated that they themselves do not clearly 

understand inclusive education, and the extent to which a learner should be included. They even 

mentioned that it would be helpful for the Department of Education to conduct seminars to educate 

teachers about how inclusive education works.   

Teachers are a fundamental tool in executing the Department’s mandate, that is, to implement 

inclusive teaching and learning in schools (Engelbrecht et al., 2017; Shevchenko et al., 2020). Without 

the teachers, it would be difficult to implement inclusive education. However, for the teachers to 

achieve the departmental mandate, they need to be fully equipped with the correct skills that would 

enable them to help accomplish successful implementation of inclusive education. Furthermore, for 

full realisation of the implementation of inclusive education, teachers need to have a positive attitude 

and be considerate towards different learning needs.  Arias et al. (2023, p. 527) stresses that teachers 

“are among the difficulties in implementing” inclusive education in schools.  

As Arias et al. (2023, p. 526) highlighted that “teachers doubted their capacity and readiness for the 

successful implementation of inclusive education”, my critical friends also indicated that they do not 

feel sufficiently equipped to implement inclusive education.     

Challenges Experienced in the Implementation of Inclusive Education: Teachers’ negative attitude 

towards the implementation of inclusive education  

In the discussions held with my critical friends, I learned that teachers play an important role in 

implementing inclusive education. I also discovered that as a teacher, I cannot operate in isolation. 

For them to implement inclusive education successfully, the Department of Education should also play 

its vital role in providing sufficient and adequate support for the teachers. Hence, the teachers' negative 

attitudes, self-doubt to handle learners with different needs and lack of understanding of inclusion, 

hinder the implementation of inclusive education (Mfuthwana & Dreyer,2018;  Rice, 2019).  
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4.2.2.3 Subtheme 3: Inadequate support from the Department of Education  

In a discussion we shared, my critical friends and I collaboratively recalled that we have never attended 

a workshop seminar that addresses inclusive education. Most of the workshops we attended were 

content based and focused more on teaching strategies, little attention is paid to the challenges that the 

learners’ face, which may hinder their learning process. I once had a conversation with my colleague 

(critical friend) who is now working at a special school and he indicated that in their schools, they do 

have workshops that cater for special needs. This gave me an indication that inclusive education 

workshops are available for special schools, where teachers are taught how to handle learners with 

physical impairments.  Arias et al. (2023) argue that the department of education should fully equip 

teachers and provide infrastructures that promote inclusive education.  From these discussions, I can 

conclude with my critical friends that we do not receive adequate support from the Department of 

Education to effectively equip us to handle diverse learning needs.  

 My school is triple story with stairs only; it does not accommodate learners with physical impairments 

and joints injuries (Image 4.6). This poses a challenge because in the discussions we shared, my critical 

friends and I discovered that our school does not have the capacity to accommodate learners with 

physical disabilities. This posed ambiguity between the expectations by the Department of Education 

for schools to implement inclusive education, and a non-conducive school environment for learners 

with physical special needs.   
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Image 4.6: My school infrastructure  

Challenges Experienced in the Implementation of Inclusive Education: Inadequate support from 

the Department of Education  

Similar to Aziz, et al. (2016), I learned that some teachers lack sufficient support from the Department 

of Education, in their efforts to implement inclusive education. Despite attending content-based 

workshops, we (my critical friends and I) remain unequipped to successfully implement inclusive 

education due to insufficient training on inclusive education. The school's infrastructure is also not 

conducive for learners with physical disabilities, with stairs only and no accommodation for physical 

special needs. Consequently, the ambiguity between the Department of Education's expectations and 

the school's lack of capacity to implement inclusive education caused us to feel unsupported.  

  

 4.2.2.4 Subtheme 4: Standardised curriculum and tests  

In the discussion we shared, it emerged that learners are not the same and do not grasp concepts at the 

same pace. Some learners are quick to understand in a lesson presented, while others require more time 

to familiarise themselves with content. Teachers on the other hand, have limited time set by the 

Department of Education to cover a set amount of content and all learners are expected to write the 

same standardised tests, regardless of their different learning needs.  

From the discussions with my critical friends, it was apparent that there are a number of learners who 

are struggling to match up to the curriculum requirements, that is, they feel overwhelmed by 

schoolwork and as a result fail to meet deadlines. These learners take time to understand concepts and 

are expected to write standardised tests. This puts a strain on them to such an extent that some end up 

dropping out.    

The one-size-fits-all curriculum, according to Hamre et al. (2018) and Milne and Mhlolo (2021), can 

be challenging for learners with diverse learning needs. When the curriculum and tests are common 

for all learners, regardless of their different learning needs, it can create a challenging environment for 

those who learn at different paces (Kauffman & Hornby, 2020).  

Challenges Experienced in the implementation of Inclusive Education: Standardised curriculum 

and tests  
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My key learning of implementing inclusive education revealed that learners have diverse learning 

needs, but the standardised curriculum can promote exclusion towards learners with learning barriers 

(Kauffman & Hornby, 2020). Teachers have a challenge to support learners who require more time to 

learn since there is limited time to complete the syllabus. Hence, an inclusive education is essential to 

cater for diverse needs.  

  

  

4.2.2.5 Subtheme 5: Insufficient resources  

In the discussion we shared, we concurred with Mokgwathi et al. (2023) that resources are an essential 

tool in class: when resources are insufficient, teaching and learning becomes a challenge. Arias et al. 

(2023) identify insufficient resources as one of the challenges towards the successful implementation 

of inclusive education. Mokgwathi et al. (2023) argue that it is the responsibility of the Department of 

Education to supply all schools with sufficient resources to maintain the smooth running of the schools.  

After a discussion with my critical friends, we collaboratively identified textbooks as one of the 

resources that is insufficient in our school. Textbooks are an essential tool towards meaningful teaching 

and learning processes (Mokgwathi et al., 2023).  In my school, subjects such as Mathematics do not 

have textbooks; learners rely on handouts given by teachers. This makes it difficult for learners to 

practice at home, especially those who do not have cellphones to download softcopies of textbooks. 

Even some of those with cell phones cannot download because of monetary constraints. Furthermore, 

in subjects like isiZulu, where the learners are required to continue reading a novel while at home, the 

learners share these textbooks. This makes it difficult for learners to complete reading novels in time.  

Challenges experienced in the implementation of Inclusive Education: Insufficient resources  

Similar to Cologon (2019), my key learnings from the discussion above highlighted the Department of 

Education's responsibility to ensure adequate resource allocation. I discovered that in my school, the 

insufficient resources (textbooks) caused a challenge to ongoing teaching and learning. Hence, this 

taught me that adequate resources are essential for successful teaching and learning, while resource 

provision is essential to ensure equal opportunities for all learners.  
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4.2.3 Theme 3: Importance of Understanding intersectionality for Inclusive Education This theme 

is motivated by the question: Why do we need to implement inclusive education from an intersectional 

lens in our educational context? To respond to the third research question, I began with discussions 

with my critical friends and used our reflective journal as data generation methods. As highlighted by 

Kortjass (2020, p. 61), discussions in self-study research develop “excellent mutual relationships” , 

thus allowing critical friends to learn from each other. Discussions also challenge researchers to think 

and group data such that it makes meaning to the engagements at hand (Dhlula-Moruri, 2020). Similar 

to Kortjass (2020, p. 181), I also used reflective journals and mind maps to interact with my critical 

friends “in developing the concept” that aligns with the implementation of inclusive education at an 

intersectional lens. This theme highlights the need for teachers to understand intersectionality, and 

therefore, this section consists of five subthemes, intersectionality: a) means inclusion for all, b) is not 

just about exclusion, c) is complex- not something easy to understand, d) ensures that classrooms are 

democratic, and e) ensures greater social justice.   

4.2.3.1 Subtheme 1: Intersectionality means Inclusion for all  

In the discussions we shared, my critical friends and I noted that for many years, inclusion has been 

associated with disability more than any other contextual factor. After the apartheid era, the focus was 

on disability and race, placing little emphasis on other factors like religion, class and economic status 

(Mncube & Lebopa, 2019).   
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Image 4.7: Mind map: Inclusive education at an intersectional lens  

Through the discussions we shared about learners in our school, we noted that the learners experience 

different contextual factors. Some learners reside with parents who consume drugs, while others live 

in overcrowded homes where they are not able to complete homework or prepare themselves for 

upcoming tests and examinations. Other learners in our school are living in child-headed homes and 

as a result, they feel overwhelmed by schoolwork due to their home set-ups. The responsibility to take 

care of their siblings comes as a lot of pressure to them, such that they end up not being able to 

concentrate in class.    

Child abuse is another factor we collaboratively identified as contributing towards the exclusion of 

learners in our school. According to Cristescu and Baban (2022, p. 181), child abuse negatively affects 

the development of a child and can majorly contribute to “poor school adjustment”. Some learners in 

our school experienced abuse such as rape, while others are a product of rape. We usually hold one-

on-one sessions with learners a) to track their progress; b). to find out how their family set-ups are; c) 

and how all the family dynamics affect their learning processes. During encounters, we discovered that 
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some of the learners have experienced rape more than once in their lifetime, and their families are 

aware of the situation but have done nothing to protect them against abuse. In fact, some of the family 

members go as far as threatening the learners against revealing rape incidences to outsiders. We also 

discovered that the learners’ surroundings and daily routine have major contribution towards their 

performance in school.   

Therefore, the mind map below (Image 4.6) emphasises that inclusive education does not only involve 

disability. Through the discussion, we concluded that inclusive education includes other contextual 

factors such as (and including) sexual orientation, gender, citizenship, ethnicity, special education 

needs, economic status and physical ability (image 4.6)  

  

Importance of understanding intersectionality for Inclusive Education: Intersectionality means 

Inclusion for all  

The key learnings highlighted on the above subsection indicated that inclusive education consists of a 

broad range of contextual factors beyond disability and race, including sexual orientation, gender, 

citizenship, ethnicity, economic status, and physical ability. Diverse challenges experienced by learners 

call for an inclusive education that caters to all learning needs, not just accommodating physical and 

mental disabilities (Berger & Guidroz, 2010; Cho et al., 2013).   

  

  

4.2.3.2 Subtheme 2: Intersectionality is about how some groups are included, and others 
excluded- it is not just about exclusion   

From the discussion we shared, we highlighted that inclusive education means all learners are eligible 

to learn, irrespective of the differences and challenges they may experience in different stages of life 

(Arias et al., 2023; Bešić, 2020; Dewsbury & Brame, 2019). This means that inclusive education places 

emphasis that all learners should be given an opportunity to learn, irrespective of the challenges they 

may be faced with.   

We agreed that at an intersectional lens, inclusive education means that learners experience different 

challenges at different areas of life, this leads to multiple identities which may intersect simultaneously 

or at different stages of life (Bešić, 2020). It also means that oppression cannot be generalised to every 
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learner, because it is not equal for all (Thomas & Macnab, 2022). This means that, through 

intersectional inclusive education, learners who are privileged may not experience severe oppression, 

as compared to those who are disadvantaged and marginalised. An example would be a learner who 

experienced childhood trauma, attends a school that provides counselling sessions and is financially 

stable versus a learner who experienced childhood trauma, lives in a child-headed home and has no 

counceling sessions. The first learner is likely to be more advantageous than a learner who experienced 

childhood trauma, lives in a child-headed home and has no counselling sessions.  

   

Importance of understanding intersectionality for Inclusive Education: Intersectionality is about 

how some groups are included, and others are excluded- it is not just about exclusion   

This reflection highlighted that inclusive education should promote equal learning opportunities for 

all learners, irrespective of their differences or challenges. Intersectionality recognises that learners 

experience diverse challenges simultaneously, leading to the intersections of multiple identities and as 

a result, impact their learning experiences. Similar to Thomas and Macnab (2022), we noted that 

oppression is not experienced equally by all learners, marginalised learners experience more severe 

oppression than the privileged. Intersectional inclusive education therefore acknowledges and 

addresses these differences, providing equal opportunities for all learners. It also recognises that 

learners' experiences and challenges vary from learner to learner, and that some may require 

additional support, such as counseling or financial assistance, to reach their full potential (Young & 

Anderson, 2021). By understanding and addressing these differences, we believe that we can create 

more inclusive and supportive learning environments that promote success and equity for all learners.  

  

4.2.3.3 Subtheme 3: Intersectionality is complex- not something easy to understand  Through a 

discussion with my critical friends, we discovered a learner experiences inclusion and exclusion 

differently. Some experience these at early stages of school life, while others experience it later. We 

collaboratively discovered that some learners feel neglected in class, they feel that most attention is 

given to learners who do well in their subjects. Those learners who are struggling feel that they are not 

given desired attention, and as a result, they feel overshadowed by bright learners.  
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Therefore, encouraging a sense of belonging and empowerment among learners from diverse 

backgrounds is crucial; it promotes collaboration of all the intersecting challenges faced by leaners. 

This meant we can better support learners by considering how their intersecting identities impact their 

learning experiences and as a result, create more inclusive learning environments (Aziz et al., 2016; 

Bešić, 2020; Thomas & Macnab, 2022). It also meant that we (as teachers) must engage in ongoing 

self-reflection and professional development to address biases and improve our practices (Bešić, 2020). 

By embracing an intersectional approach, teachers can better address the complex needs of diverse 

learners and promote more inclusive and equitable learning environments. This consequently leads to 

a more diverse education system, where all learners can thrive and succeed (Kayi-Aydar et al., 2022).  

  

Importance of understanding intersectionality for Inclusive Education: Intersectionality is 

complex- not something easy to understand  

As we reflected on our teaching journey with my two critical friends, I was reminded of the impact of 

inclusive education on our experiences. We witnessed first-hand, how exclusionary practices affected 

learners who felt neglected, as well as those who struggled with anger issues due to insufficient love 

and sense belonging at home. These experiences not only shaped our teaching approaches, but also 

served as an eye opener to the deeper meaning of inclusive education. Consequently, the reflections 

made us aware of the intersectional identities that affect learners' experiences (Crenshaw, 2019). 

Hence, we were enlightened to engage in ongoing professional development and self-reflection to 

address biases and improve our teaching practice. By adopting an intersectional approach, we believe 

we can better address the complex needs of diverse learners, promoting inclusive and diverse learning 

environment where all learners can reach their full potential (Bešić, 2020; Berger & Guidroz, 2010).  

  

4.2.3.4 Subtheme 4: Intersectionality ensures that classrooms are democratic   

Through our reflections and discussions, we recognised that in an inclusive environment, every learner 

should be accommodated and valued, irrespective of their diverse identities. Through an intersectional 

lens, inclusive education is an approach that considers the multiple identities that learners hold, such 

as race, gender, sexuality, ability, class and more (Bešić, 2020; Cho et al., 2013; Kayi-Aydar et al., 

2022). This perspective recognises that learners' learning experiences are impacted by the intersections 
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of these identities. To implement inclusive education, as Bešić (2020) explains, teachers must first 

acknowledge and address the unique challenges faced by learners with multiple marginalised identities, 

such as those with mental disabilities who are also part of ethnical minorities. This involves creating 

inclusive environment and democratic classrooms that promote equity and accommodate diversity, 

where all learning needs are met.   

  

Importance of understanding intersectionality for Inclusive Education: Intersectionality ensures 

that classrooms are democratic   

I learned that inclusion means every person should be valued and respected, irrespective of their 

diverse identities. Inclusive education recognises that learners’ experiences are shaped by 

intersections of their identities, such as race, gender, sexuality, ability and socioeconomic status. This 

means that we as teachers must acknowledge and address the unique challenges faced by learners with 

multiple marginalised identities, creating democratic classrooms that promote equity and 

accommodate diversity (Cho et al., 2013). By understanding and addressing the leaners’ intersecting 

identities, we can provide continuous support, ensuring a sense of belonging and empowerment, while 

meeting the diverse learning needs of all learners (Bešić, 2020).  

  
4.2.3.5 Subtheme 5: Intersectionality ensures greater social justice  

The discussions we shared highlighted that to implement inclusive education as teachers, we must 

provide and encourage needed support to learners to ensure equal access to education for all learners. 

Inclusive education involves implementing curriculum that resembles learners' diverse identities and 

experiences (Engelbrecht, 2020). This means incorporating diverse perspectives and histories, and 

using teaching methods that engage and empower learners. We also acknowledged that even though 

some researchers focus more on physical and mental disabilities, inclusive education should 

accommodate diverse learning needs (Donohue & Bornman, 2014; White & Van Dyk, 2019). Global 

inclusive education therefore should aim to prioritise care, equality and equity for learners with 

disabilities, requiring positive attitudes, knowledge, and skills to create inclusive learning 

environments (Donath et al., 2023; Graham, 2020; Moberg et al., 2020). By embracing social justice 

and diverse perspectives and approaches, we can work towards creating more inclusive and equitable 

learning environments for all learners.  
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Importance of understanding intersectionality for Inclusive Education: Intersectionality ensures 

greater social justice  

Inclusive education is an ongoing process that requires continuous refinement and adaptation. We 

learned that true inclusivity involves not only accommodating diverse learners, but also addressing 

systemic barriers and biases that promote exclusion (Arias et al., 2023).  

Through this journey, my critical friends and I have come to understand that inclusive education is not 

merely a teaching approach, but an ongoing duty that requires empathy, patience and a willingness to 

challenge power structures (Mahadew, 2021). As teachers, we have a responsibility to create learning 

environments that value diversity and promote equity. Our experiences have taught us that inclusive 

education is a continuous process of growth, reflection, and adaptation that has transformed our 

teaching practices and our very understanding of what it means to be a teacher (Cologon, 2019).  

  
4.3 Chapter summary   

This chapter outlined the findings of the data generated and connected it to existing research. Memory-

work, reflective journals, mind-maps and discussions were used to generate and organise the data. The 

findings were discussed based on personal experiences as well as the experiences of my two colleagues 

who took on the role of critical friends. The next chapter sums up all the discussions in the previous 

chapters, including the current chapter. It also paves the way forward in terms of the suggested personal 

developments concerning the implementation of inclusive education through an intersectional lens.   
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CHAPTER 5  

STUDY SUMMARY, CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS  
5.1 Introduction   

The previous chapter responded to the three research questions that informed the study. The chapter 

presented and analysed the data generated using memory work, reflective journals, mind maps and 

discussions. This chapter summarises the key learnings (from findings), stating the conclusions and 

making recommendations for future research. It provides a clear overview of the entire study and its 

contributions to my educational practices.  

5.2 Summary of the study  

This study explored the implementation of inclusive education in a South African high school in the 

Umlazi District through an intersectional lens. Intersectionality, in this regard, considers how different 

aspects of a person's identity (such as geographic location, sex, gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, 

age and socioeconomic status) can expose them to intersecting forms of discrimination and 

marginalisation.  

 Chapter one outlined the background of inclusive education in the South African context and provided 

a rationale for the study. The research questions, key concepts, theoretical framework and 

methodological approach, were also introduced. Furthermore, I as the researcher, reflected on my past 

experiences, including witnessing learners with albinism being excluded and mistreated, and believe 

that conducive environments are crucial for effective learning. The chapter finally provided an 

overview of the structure of this dissertation.    

Chapter two reviewed literature on diversity, exclusion and inclusion as foundational concepts in 

inclusive education. The chapter outlined the historical development of inclusive education and 

challenges experienced in the implementation of inclusive education. Moreover, the chapter 

highlighted the importance of considering contextual factors such as childhood trauma and poverty, as 

additional factors to physical and mental disabilities, to maximise successful implementation of 

inclusive education The chapter also highlighted the benefits of inclusive education and identified 

intersectionality as the theoretical framework of the study. As a result, the study emphasises the 

significance of intersecting identities in inclusive education and encourages teachers to be change 
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agents while working collaboratively with school critical friends to continuously assess their progress 

regarding educational matters.   

Chapter three identified and outlined the research methodology of the study and the reasons behind 

these choices. In this chapter, I elaborated on the interpretive paradigm, qualitative approach, research 

design, methods of data generation (memory-work, reflective journals, mind-maps and discussions), 

data analysis techniques, sampling method and ethical considerations and trustworthiness.   

Chapter four outlined the discussion and interpretation of data generated. It involved presenting 

findings of the data generated and connected it to existing research. Memory-work, reflective journals, 

mind-maps and discussions were used to generate and organise data. The findings were discussed 

based on personal experiences as well as experiences of my two colleagues who took on the role of 

critical friends. Moreover, the chapter aimed to identify parts of my personal history that contributed 

to my interest in inclusive education, explore experiences of inclusive education from an intersectional 

lens, and understand why inclusive education needs to be implemented from an intersectional lens.   

5.3 Research conclusions   

The findings of the study concluded that we (my critical friends and I) need to be sufficiently equipped 

with skills to handle learners with diverse learning needs, while the lack of trained teachers and poor 

school conditions negatively affect the quality of education for all. As a result, the study provided 

valuable insights into the importance of inclusive education and the need for us to be trained in 

intersectional approaches to support diverse learners. The study recognises the importance of inclusive 

education and the crucial role that teachers play in achieving it. Through self-study, discussions and 

reflection, I aimed to better understand my personal experiences and how they impact my interactions 

with learners.   

 Research revealed that many teachers lack the necessary training and qualifications to support diverse 

learning needs, leading to increased stress levels and negatively impacting learner progress. The study 

also emphasised that to achieve inclusive education, teachers must be adequately equipped with the 

skills to handle learners with diverse needs. The study views this as essential in accommodating 

learners’ diverse needs.  

Based on the findings of this research, in response to each research question, I have drawn the following 

conclusions:  
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5.3.1 Theme 1: My Personal History   

Research Question 1: What parts of my personal history contribute to my interest in inclusive 
education?  

This self-study research explored how my personal history and experiences contributed to my interest 

in inclusive education. Through memory-work and reflective journals, I identified essential memories 

that directed my journey and interest in inclusive education. Furthermore, my experiences of exclusion, 

as well as my mother's experiences about her education, elevated my interest in inclusive education. I 

came to the realisation that inclusive education is not only about physical and mental disability but also 

about addressing other intersecting challenges that learners face, such as poverty, socioeconomic status 

and teenage pregnancy. My socioeconomic status and the desire to renovate my mother's house drove 

my decision to become a teacher, and my research on intersectionality also aimed to deepen my 

understanding and interest in intersecting identities in inclusive education.  

My historical experiences played a vital role in pursuing my interest in inclusive education. My desire 

to become a teacher was driven by my socioeconomic status, and my exploration of intersectionality 

deepened my understanding of the intersections of inclusive education. I believe that this self-study 

transformed my teaching pedagogy to create inclusive learning environments that address the multiple 

and intersecting needs of all learners.  

5.3.2 Theme 2: Challenges of Inclusive Education  

Research question 2: How do we experience inclusive education in our educational contexts?   

From the discussion I had with my two critical friends, as well as research surrounding our discussions, 

I can conclude that inclusive education is a complex concept that goes beyond physical and mental 

disabilities. Our discussion revealed several challenges related to implementing inclusive education, 

including overcrowded classes, teachers' negative attitudes, lack of support from the Department of 

Education, standardised curriculum and tests, as well as insufficient resources. Learners experience 

exclusion in different ways; therefore, inclusive education should cater to all intersecting identities and 

diversities. Our discussion emphasised the need for an intersectional lens to achieve inclusive 

education, acknowledging that learners experience multiple challenges that intersect in different stages 

of their lives. We acknowledged the importance of catering for diverse learning needs by providing 

support and fostering a sense of belonging among all learners. In summary, our shared experiences and 

insights encouraged the significance of inclusive education in promoting equity and social justice. This 



Collaborative self-study on inclusive education 
     205523060  

  

  

70  
  

means that by recognising and valuing diversity, inclusive education can help break down barriers and 

challenges systemic inequalities, ultimately promoting equity and social justice. Learners from diverse 

backgrounds, abilities, and identities to reach their full potential, preparing them to thrive in an 

increasingly complex and interconnected world.  By embracing an intersectional approach, I believe I 

can create more inclusive learning environments where all learners can be comfortable to learn and as 

a result, reach their full potential.  

5.3.3 Theme 3: Importance of Understanding intersectionality for Inclusive Education Research 

question 3: Why do we need to implement inclusive education in our educational contexts?  

From the discussions of the third theme, I learned that the importance of implementing inclusive 

education in my educational contexts lies in understanding intersectionality, which recognises that 

learners experience different challenges which intersect and as a result, hinder the learners from 

reaching their full potential. These intersecting identities include race, gender, sexuality, ability, class, 

socioeconomic status, language, etc. Inclusive education acknowledges and addresses these challenges 

and, therefore, believes that creating inclusive environments and democratic classrooms can promote 

equity and accommodate diversity. To implement inclusive education, my critical friends and I 

concluded that we must identify, acknowledge and address the diverse challenges faced by learners 

with intersecting identities; provide support to ensure equal access to education for all learners; 

implement a curriculum that reflects multiple identities and experiences; encourage a sense of 

belonging and empowerment among learners from different backgrounds; and promote an ongoing 

self-reflection and professional development to address biases and improve teaching pedagogy. By 

embracing an intersectional approach, my critical friends and I believe we can promote more inclusive 

and equitable learning environments, where all learners can reach their full potential.  

5.4 Limitations of the study   

Limitations in a study refers to the elements that affect the interpretation of the results of particular 

research (Ross & Bibler Zaidi, 2019. In this study, I used the qualitative research design; the research 

findings cannot be generalised to a larger population, except for the context where research was 

conducted. According to Hauge (2021, pp. 47-48), conducting a self-study poses three significant 

challenges:  

Firstly, the self-critical nature of one's own work can be a challenge, as it may be difficult for teachers 

conducting self-studies to "ask serious critical questions about their own actions, existing 
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interpretations, and assumptions". If not careful, self-study researchers may unconsciously be biased 

by their beliefs, leading to a risk of bias. To influence teaching experiences, teachers' thinking about 

teaching must be transformed, and critical questions must be asked about what is being done. I found 

that conducting a self-study was challenging due to the need to examine my own interpretation, 

requiring careful self-reflection to avoid unconscious bias and transform my teaching practices.  

Secondly, Hauge (2021) notes that self-studies may lack generalisability, as findings may only be true 

to the specific teacher conducting the study and may not be applicable to the broader population of 

teachers. Such studies may raise awareness and open new understandings for the individual conducting 

the study, but the value may not extend beyond the local individual context. Similar to Hauge (2021), 

I noted that the self-study I conducted lacked generalisability, as the findings were only true to the 

specifically to me and were not applicable to the broader population of teachers, limiting the value of 

such studies to the individual context.  

Thirdly, in this study, I discovered that I was tempted to prioritise efficiency over understanding, 

focusing solely on "what works", which risked reducing self-study to its functional and problem-

solving aspects, thereby missing opportunities to develop a deeper critical, political, educational and 

epistemological understanding of teacher education and teaching (Hauge, 2021, p. 48). However, by 

intentionally expanding my research agenda to explore the complexities and depth of teaching and by 

embracing a more critical and reflective approach, I was able to overcome this limitation and gain a 

richer understanding of my own teaching practices and the broader educational context.   

5.5 Recommendations    

Implementing inclusive education is crucial to address the diverse and intersecting needs of learners 

and promote equity (Dewsbury & Brame, 2019). Understanding intersectionality in inclusive education 

is vital, considering the multiple identities and challenges that learners face. To achieve this, I 

recommended that it is essential to create inclusive learning environments and democratic classrooms 

that accommodate and promote learners’ intersections of diversity by providing support and ensuring 

equal access to education for all learners. An inclusive curriculum that reflects diverse identities and 

experiences must be implemented. Moreover, fostering a sense of belonging and empowerment among 

learners from diverse backgrounds is essential, as is encouraging critical thinking and dialogue about 

intersectional issues and social justice.  Engaging in ongoing self-reflection and professional 

development to address biases and improve teaching practices is essential in the implementation of 
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inclusive education. Prioritising accommodation for diverse learning needs is important, it requires 

positive attitudes, sufficient and appropriate knowledge, patience and skills to create inclusive learning 

environments. By embracing social justice and diverse perspectives, we can work towards creating 

more inclusive and equitable learning environments for all learners. Furthermore, teacher 

developmental workshops on inclusive education and utilising policies like White Paper 6 (DoE, 2001) 

are crucial for effective implementation. Additionally, self-study and reflective practices should be 

utilised to transform teaching approaches and promote inclusive education. By taking these steps, 

inclusive educational contexts that support all learners can be enhanced.   

5.6 Recommendations for further research  

This research explored inclusive education using an intersectional lens, as well as identifying and 

acknowledging challenges (other than disabilities and race) affecting the successful implementation of 

inclusive education in a high school in the Umlazi District. Challenges experienced by learners in my 

school context were identified and discussed. For further research, I recommend the use of a self-study 

design to transform and improve inclusive education especially in disadvantaged schools and among 

marginalised learners. I believe that by using self-study, teachers enhance their professional 

development and are equipped to support diverse learning needs.   

5.7 Chapter summary  

The purpose of this study was to explore and improve my inclusive practice using a collaborative self-

study research design in a South African High School in the Umlazi district. The study aimed to 

establish how my personal history contributed to my interest in inclusive education. The study also 

explored how my critical friends and I experience inclusive education, and why we need to implement 

inclusive education using an intersectional lens. This final chapter provided a summary of the study, 

drawing on the insights and findings from the previous four chapters. It presented the key conclusions 

and recommendations for future research and practice, offering a clear and concise overview of the 

collaborative self-study contributions to my education context. Through this study, my critical friends 

and I have come to understand that inclusive education is not merely a teaching approach, but an 

ongoing process that requires empathy, patience and a willingness to challenge and improve our 

teaching practices. As teachers, we have a responsibility to create learning environments that value 

diversity and promote equity. Our experiences have taught us that inclusive education is a continuous 
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process of growth, reflection and adaptation, that has transformed our teaching practices and our very 

understanding of what it means to be a teacher (Cologon, 2019).  
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