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Abstract 

The literature provides a limited set of principal practices found to be effective when 

including students with disabilities. However, a gap emerged in the literature related to the 

resistance principals face when implementing inclusive practices and the strategies they take in 

response to this resistance. To address this gap in the literature, this study examined the research 

questions: When implementing inclusion for students with disabilities: (a) what resistance do 

principals face, and; (b) what strategies do principals take in response to this resistance? 

I addressed the research questions through a qualitative research design framed by an 

initial conceptual framework rooted in the literature review, disability studies in education and 

critical race theory. Interviews of 16 principals provided data on the resistance principals 

experienced when implementing inclusive practices for students with disabilities and the 

strategies they used in response to that resistance. I analyzed the data using the constant 

comparative method. 

Findings from the study suggest principals face ideological and technical resistance to 

inclusion of students with disabilities and that principals rely on both ideological and technical 

change strategies when faced with resistance to inclusive practices regardless of the kind of 

resistance they face. The extent to which a principal pursues inclusion for students with 

disabilities will impact the resistance they encounter and the strategies they apply to successfully 

implement inclusive practices for all students. Principals responses to resistance to inclusive 

practices are varied and complex based on the expressed and underlying forms of resistance 

principals encountered. In light of these findings, I propose a theory of principal responses to 

resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities that reflects the complex and nuanced context 

of resistance.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study and Part One of the Literature Review 

An increasing number of schools in the United States have implemented inclusive 

practices for students with disabilities since the mid-1990s. While one could argue that Brown 

vs. Board of Education opened the door to racial integration, it was not until the passage of the 

Education of All Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA) of 1975 that public schools moved 

towards providing equal access to students identified with disabilities. Despite this legislative 

progress, well into the late 1980s, an equal and integrated education for students with disabilities 

was still far from realization. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) mandates 

“a free appropriate public education” within the “least restrictive environment,” and the law 

states that special education is a service not a place. Even so, many educators have interpreted 

this law narrowly, and continue to limit inclusive practices.   

 Updated in 2004, IDEA continues to mandate the least restrictive environment. However, 

the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002 (NCLB) accountability requirements have directly 

impacted students with disabilities and inclusive practices. By increasing accountability 

measures for schools, NCLB put the historically poor achievement of students with disabilities 

on standardized tests under a spotlight. The law required the disaggregation of student data 

across identities (e.g., free/reduced lunch, race, and disability). The law further required schools 

to improve the standardized test scores of all students without exempting them from the test. This 

added accountability forced schools to seek out strategies that would increase academic growth 

of students with disabilities similar to their peers. Yet, achievement gaps for students with 

disabilities still persist. Ten years after the passage of the NCLB, in 2012-2013, the National 

Center on Educational Outcomes found that achievement gaps for students with disabilities 

across the states range from 36 percentage points to 41 points (Albus, Lazarus, & Thurlow, 
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2015). While many strategies have been tried, inclusion is one strategy that has gained less 

traction than others, despite the benefits that research suggest inclusion provides to all students.  

Definitions 

The phrases “students with disabilities” and “inclusion” are used intentionally. Person-

first language is important in recognizing that a person is more than the label they have been 

given. As a result, the phrase “students with disabilities” has become common in the special 

education community (Dunn & Andrews, 2015). In Disability Studies in Education (DSE), 

disability is identified as a social construct, not one that is inherent to individuals. Capper (2019) 

explains that: 

The former phrase [students labeled with disabilities] makes clear that students have been 

labeled with disabilities by educators in the school and such labeling is socially 

constructed, variable, and arbitrary compared to the latter phrase “students with 

disabilities” that positions the disability within the student. That the student “has” “within 

them” a disability which represents the medical model of special education that DSE 

disputes. 

While I prefer the phrase “students labeled with disabilities” to recognize the social construction 

of disability, for the purposes of brevity and accessibility, I use the phrase “students with 

disabilities” throughout.  

I chose the term “inclusion” because of its longstanding association with disability. 

Inclusion has been used generically in the past and the results of inclusion or “mainstreaming” 

efforts have often not resulted in substantial improvements for students with disabilities 

(Lindsay, 2007). Some advocates use the phrase integration or substantial inclusion (Abu El-Haj, 

2006) to identify the difference between their efforts and what has taken place in the past. 
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Integration is a word that is sometimes associated with students with disabilities. However, 

historically integration has been more commonly associated with efforts regarding race. I use the 

phrase “inclusion” to center the discussion in disability. 

Underachievement of Students with Disabilities 

Understanding the underachievement of students with disabilities and those without has 

been problematic because students with disabilities have often been excluded from large scale 

standardized achievement testing (Koretz & Hamilton, 2006). A positive result of the passage of 

NCLB in 2002 has been testing data which disaggregated data for students with disabilities. This 

increase in data has highlighted the achievement discrepancy between students with and without 

disabilities and its consistency over time. The nationwide gap for students with disabilities on the 

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) has remained the same in reading and 

math for 4th, 8th and 12th graders since 2002 (NAEP Reading Report Card, n.d.). State 

standardized tests in math and reading across the nation also show the same consistent 

achievement gap for students with disabilities in elementary, middle, and high school (Schulte et 

al., 2016). 

Benefits of Inclusion 

Research suggests that inclusion benefits students with disabilities across multiple 

environments and subject areas. Inclusion in the regular education classroom leads to an 

improved classroom environment through better individualized education plan (IEP) quality 

(Hunt & Farron-Davis, 1992) and an increase in the amount of instruction as well as the quality 

thereof (Hemstetter, Curry, Brannan, & Sampson-Saul, 1998; Hunt, Farron-Davis, Beckstead, 

Curtis, & Goetz, 1994). With regards to outcomes, inclusion has small-to-moderate positive 

effects across a number of meta-analyses (Baker, Wang, & Walberg, 1994). In specific subject 
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areas, inclusion of students with disabilities in the general education classroom results in greater 

improvements in mathematics (Cole & Waldron, 2000), with literacy and adaptive skills 

(Kliewer & Biklen, 2001), and in spelling and social studies (Pomerantz, Windell, & Smith, 

1994). The benefits do not stop at academics. Inclusion is positively correlated with fewer 

absences, fewer behavioral referrals, better post-high school outcomes in employment and 

independent living (Wagner, Newman, Cameto, & Levine, 2006), enhancing students’ social 

relationships (Kliewer & Biklen, 2001), and social competence (Falvey, 2004).  

 The benefits of inclusion extend beyond the students with disabilities who have gained 

access to the general education classroom. The effects of inclusion on peers without disabilities 

are also positive as they are exposed to different teaching strategies (Cole & Waldron, 2000) and 

new learning opportunities (McGregor & Vogelsberg, 1998). For those that fear that the presence 

of students with disabilities will negatively impact the learning of the other students in the class, 

research has found that students’ engaged time is not negatively impacted (Hollowood, 

Salisbury, Rainforth, & Palombaro, 1994; Peltier, 1997; Staub & Peck; 1995) and that inclusion 

does not compromise general education students’ outcomes (McGregor & Vogelsberg, 1998). 

Prevalence of Inclusion 

Despite the prevailing evidence that inclusion of students with disabilities in the regular 

education classroom is beneficial to both students with disabilities and those without, inclusion 

remains less common than the benefits would prescribe. The National Council on Disability 

(2018) found that only 62.69% of students were educated 80% or more of the day in a regular 

classroom setting. Some states like Alabama (83.56%), Vermont (75.76) and Nebraska (75.54%) 

have a high level of inclusion but some like Hawaii (36.83%), New Jersey (45.99%), and 

Montana (46.96%) have low levels of inclusion. Some categories of disability are affected more 
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than others and have low rates of inclusion: intellectual disabilities (16.6%), deaf-blindness 

(23.7%), and autism (39.6%). Fortunately, the movement towards inclusion is making an impact 

and it can be seen in the change in numbers of students with disabilities included in the general 

classroom 80% or more of the time. In 2005-2006, 53.6% of students were included 80% or 

more of the time and in 2015-2016, 62.7% of students were included 80% or more of the time in 

the general classroom setting. 

Educational Change and Leadership 

If the opportunity and resultant achievement gap for students with disabilities persists and 

inclusion of students with disabilities increases achievement among other benefits, why has 

inclusion not been implemented more broadly? Implementing any change in education can be 

difficult. A change which significantly impacts the traditional structures of schools, like 

inclusion, can be particularly challenging. Ongoing research has been conducted on educational 

change in order to identify how to implement educational initiatives in an effective way. Since 

the late 1950s researchers have written about and promoted theories of educational change 

(Fullan, 2015). Many popular strategies have come and gone, often mirroring what is going on in 

the business world for process improvement. Examples include the Baldridge Excellence 

Framework, Lean Management, or Six Sigma. These strategies sometimes consider the human 

element of education but often view the change process from a structural functional point of 

view. A structural functional epistemology views existing structures in society, and in education, 

as natural and efficient in their organization (Welch, 1975). The idea within these change models 

is that success will be found if the elements of the structure can be rearranged to create 

efficiency. What these strategies fail to address are the power structures present in education and 

the instinctual protection of resources by parents, teachers and administrators within the 
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educational environment. It is unlikely that a leader beholden to a structural functional view of 

education would seek out inclusion as a means to improve the conditions for all students. 

 Leadership for educational change through a critical perspective remains concerned with 

changing the system itself. As Cresswell (2012) states, “Critical theory is concerned with 

empowering human beings to transcend the constraints placed on them by race, class and gender 

(Fay 1987).” In an effort to advocate for historically marginalized groups, social justice 

leadership in education has risen as a framework for affecting this type of change. Theoharis 

(2007) defines social justice as “making issues of race, class, gender, disability, sexual 

orientation, and other historically and currently marginalizing factors central to advocacy” and 

leadership.” Friere (1970) pioneered the investigation of power relationships in education but in 

general, leadership for social justice in education did not gain a foothold in the literature until the 

early 1990s (Capper, 1993; English, 2000; Foster, 1992; Maxcy, 1995). This research has shown 

the possibilities that social justice leadership can provide in reducing inequalities for historically 

marginalized groups of people.  

In the next section, I cover part one of the literature review: principal practices for 

implementation of inclusive practices for students with disabilities. In Chapter two, I address the 

second section of the literature review and the conceptual framework for the study. 

Literature Review – Part One: Principal Practices for Implementation of Inclusive 

Practices for Students with Disabilities 

I conducted a review and analysis of the related literature searching the databases ERIC, 

Education Research Complete, Academic Search, and Google Scholar. I searched using the 

terms “resistance,” “inclusion,” “leadership,” “disability,” “social justice,” and “educational 

leadership,” in various combinations. I screened the articles to identify those that were empirical, 
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peer-reviewed, and conducted in the United States of America. I also only selected articles that 

addressed the principal’s role in inclusive practices. Twenty-two articles met the screening 

criteria. Two articles had a primary focus on district level special education directors but also 

provided substantial information on principal practices for inclusion of students with disabilities. 

None of the 22 articles mentioned resistance the principal faced in leading inclusive 

practices. One article (Theoharis, 2007) identified resistance that principals face when leading 

for social justice that included implementing inclusive practices for historically marginalized 

students, including those labeled with disabilities. Twenty articles centered on principals 

implementing inclusive practices for students, such as students with disabilities.  

I categorized these articles with respect to the overarching epistemological lens through 

which the findings were developed – structural functional or critical/social justice. I remained 

open to findings that illustrated an epistemology beyond either of these two epistemologies. I 

chose this categorization because it represents a shift in how disability is perceived by educators 

over time. I analyzed the articles in three ways: (a) Whether the principal practices for 

implementation of inclusion for students with disabilities could be characterized as structural 

functional or critical (see Table 1); (b) for resistance principals face in the implementation of 

inclusive practices (see Table 2), and; (c) for strategies principals use to overcome resistance to 

inclusion of students with disabilities (see Table 3).  

In the section on principal practices for the implementation of inclusion, the themes that 

are found in articles framed in both epistemologies are addressed first. Then those themes found 

only from within a structural functional epistemological framework are addressed. Lastly, I 

address those themes found only in articles that approached inclusion from a critical/social 

justice perspective. In the sections on resistance to inclusion and principal practices to overcome 
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resistance to inclusion, the theme that is most common, or is found in the most articles, is 

addressed first and then in decreasing order thereafter.  

 

Table 1 

Principal Practices for Including Students with Disabilities 

Theme 

Supporting literature 

Structural functional Critical and social justice 

Organizational 

redesign 

Guzman (1997); Marks et al. (2014); 

Mayrowetz & Weinstein (1999); 

Smith & Leonard (2005); Waldron et 

al. (2011) 

DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2013); 

DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2014); 

Keyes et al. (1999); Theoharis 

(2007); Theoharis et al. (2016); 

Toson et al. (2013) 

Engage in 

professional 

development 

Ball & Green (2014); Cruziero & 

Morgan (2006); Fox & Ysseldyke 

(1997); Guzman (1997); Hoppey & 

McLeskey (2013); Praisner (2003); 

Rice (2006); Waldron et al. (2011)  

DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2013); 

Theoharis (2007); Theoharis et al. 

(2016) 

Monitor, 

provide 

feedback and 

use data 

Fox & Ysseldyke (1997); Guzman 

(1997); Hoppey & McLeskey (2013); 

Mayrowetz & Weinstein (1999); 

Waldron et al. (2011)  

DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2013); 

DeMatthews (2015); Theoharis 

(2007); Theoharis et al. (2016) 
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Administrative 

leadership 

Ball & Green (2014); Guzman 

(1997); Mayrowetz & Weinstein 

(1999); Rice (2006)  

DeMatthews (2015); Theoharis et 

al. (2016); Toson et al. (2013) 

Hold positive 

attitudes, 

beliefs, and 

values towards 

inclusion 

Ball & Green (2014); Houser et al. 

(2011); Praisner (2003); Smith & 

Leonard (2005) 

Frick et al. (2012); Keyes et al. 

(1999); Toson et al. (2013) 

Practice 

distributed 

leadership 

Hoppey & McLeskey (2013); Powell 

& Hyle (1997); Mayrowetz & 

Weinstein (1999); Waldron et al. 

(2011) 

Keyes et al. (1999); Theoharis et al. 

(2016) 

Leverage 

resources 

Fox & Ysseldyke (1997); Mayrowetz 

& Weinstein (1999); Waldron et al. 

(2011) 

DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2013); 

DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2014); 

Theoharis et al. (2016) 

Provide a vision 

of inclusion 

Guzman (1997); Marks et al. (2014); 

Mayrowetz & Weinstein (1999); 

Waldron et al. (2011) 

 

Develop school 

culture 

Guzman (1997); Hoppey & 

McLeskey (2013); Ingram (1997); 

Rice (2006); Waldron et al. (2011) 
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Respond to 

resistance 

 DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2014); 

DeMatthews (2015); Theoharis 

(2007); Theoharis et al. (2016) 

Engage parents Guzman (1997); Marks et al. (2014); 

Mayrowetz & Weinstein (1999) 

 

Leadership 

style 

Ingram (1997); Houser et al. (2011); 

Smith & Leonard (2005) 

 

Manage student 

behavior 

 DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2014); 

DeMatthews (2015) 

 

Principal Practices for Including Students with Disabilities 

In this section, I first discuss which of the 22 articles aligned with structural 

functionalism and which with critical theory. To review, a structural functional epistemology 

views existing structures in society, and in education, as natural and efficient in their 

organization. These structures can be improved through adjustment and reorganization but no 

real critique of the underlying organization in the first place. Retallick (1991) explains that,  

Since the structure of the organization is assumed to be "real" or "natural", it is taken-for-

granted and regarded as immutable. The key task for the leader then, is not to change the 

structure but to increase the productive capability within a given structure (p. 102). 

 Of the 22 articles, fifteen relied on conceptual frameworks grounded in structural 

functionalism. These conceptual frameworks included curriculum evaluation (Fox & Ysseldyke, 

1997), principal reflective knowledge (Guzman, 1997; Ingram, 1997), transformational 

leadership (Houser, Dickens, & Hicks, 2011; Ingram, 1997;), leadership for educational change 
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(Fox & Ysseldyke, 1997; Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999; Powell & Hyle, 1997); inclusion 

implementation (Cruzeiro & Morgan, 2006; Powell & Hyle, 1997; Smith & Leonard, 2005); 

shared leadership (Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013; Rice, 2006; Waldron, McLeskey, & Redd, 

2011);  leadership beliefs and priorities (Praisner, 2003); the theory of planned behavior (Ball & 

Green, 2014). Each of these conceptual frameworks sought to improve existing educational 

structures through the application of new perspectives on how they operate and function. The 

foundation of each of these conceptual frameworks suggests that the educational system as it is 

currently organized can be modified to adapt to inclusionary practices. Each of these conceptual 

frameworks assume that the basic structure of education can work for all students.  

The other seven articles relied on critical theory for the conceptual framework. Cresswell 

(2012) explains that “Critical theory is concerned with empowering human beings to transcend 

the constraints placed on them by race, class and gender (Fay 1987).” The studies examined from 

this perspective focus on principals implementing inclusive practices through the lens of how it 

improved and empowered the lives of students with disabilities. An extension of critical theory is 

social justice (Theoharis, 2007). Principals who implement inclusive practices from a critical or 

social justice epistemology are concerned with changing the structures of education to benefit 

historically marginalized groups. 

 The seven studies relying on critical or social justice epistemologies examined principal 

leadership for inclusion in light of the limitations placed on others through societal structures. 

The frameworks used in these studies include social justice leadership (DeMatthews & 

Mawhinney, 2014; Keyes et al, 1999), leadership for inclusion (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 

2014; Theoharis et al., 2016), principal behavior (Keyes et al., 1999), students’ best interest 
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(Frick et al., 2012), the capabilities approach (Toson et al., 2013), and sensemaking 

(DeMatthews, 2015).  

 Analysis of these empirical articles generated 13 leadership practices to advance the 

inclusion of students with disabilities (see Table 1). Eleven of the leadership practices were 

found in studies conducted from within structural functional and critical or social justice 

epistemologies. The principal practices engage parents and leadership style were identified only 

in the studies that were conducted from a structural functionalist perspective and the principal 

practices respond to resistance and manage student behavior were only found in studies that were 

conducted from a critical theory/social justice perspective. These leadership practices are 

described in the next section.  

Organizational redesign. The leadership and inclusion research reports the principal 

plays a crucial role in the organization redesign that is required for successful integration of 

students with disabilities. Organizational redesign from a structural functionalist perspective 

takes different forms including changing policies (Guzman, 1997; Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 

1999), evolving roles and responsibilities (Smith & Leonard, 2005), and redesigning system 

assessment (Marks et al., 2014; Waldron et al., 2011).  

Changing policies. One strategy principals take is changing policies to implement 

inclusion. Guzman (1997) identified policies directly related to student discipline as an important 

factor in making inclusive practices successful. The principals in “Each school had in place an 

established discipline policy for all students, and within that policy accommodations for 

addressing the specific discipline problems of students with disabilities” (p. 6). This information 

was published widely and staff members were committed to following the process.  
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 Mayrowetz and Weinstein (1999) found “numerous instances of individuals making 

alterations in student placement, staff arrangements, lesson plans, budgeting, and grading to 

accommodate inclusion at both the programmatic and individual levels” (p. 438). These changes 

in formal structures, policies and procedures contributed to adapting the school’s standard 

operating procedures for inclusive practices. One specific policy example implemented to 

support inclusive practices is ensuring that students with disabilities are placed with some of 

their best friends each year. This led to a whole new way in which school officials devised class 

rosters. Further, Mayrowetz and Weinstein (1999) found that these mechanisms were used to 

handle disturbances that arose and to provide support. Additional coordination meetings at 

primary, intermediate, and middle school level led to “Both parents and school staff repeatedly 

attested to the constructive, cooperative way in which conflicts [regarding inclusive placements] 

between parents and the district were resolved” (p. 441).  

 Evolving roles and responsibilities. Principals facilitate changing the roles of personnel 

when inclusive practices are successfully implemented. Smith and Leonard (2005) found “that 

one of the mutually supportive behaviors is effective communication, particularly in terms of 

clarifying roles and responsibilities of school inclusion team members” (p. 277). Roles and 

responsibilities became an issue for inclusion team members when they were asked to do what 

was considered demeaning work. Roles and responsibilities were also an issue for general 

education teachers when inclusion team members did not come to class according to pre-

arranged schedules. Along with clarification of roles, teachers also needed to take on additional 

responsibility for collaboration and problem solving. Smith and Leonard (2005) reported one 

general education teacher as stating, “collaboration between inclusion teacher, parents, students, 
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and general education teacher, working together to see [that] students needs are met [is the] most 

important thing’” (p. 278).  

Redesigning system assessment. Organizational redesign at the individual or team level 

is important but it is just as important for principals to redesign the organization at the systems 

level. Waldron et al. (2011) found team assessments of schools important and identified the: 

systematic process of school change required that the team from CES (including eight 

teachers and the principal) examine the effectiveness of CES in meeting student needs, 

visit schools that were successfully meeting student needs as part of inclusive programs, 

and collaboratively develop and implement a plan for improving their own school (p. 53). 

After several months of meetings and deliberations, the end result was a plan for redesigning the 

organization to meet all student needs. Principals in districts successful in implementing 

inclusive practices eliminated specialized programs for students with disabilities in a way that 

led to parent satisfaction.   

Organizational redesign from a critical or social justice perspective takes on different 

forms, including changing school structures (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2013; DeMatthews & 

Mawhinney, 2014; Keyes et al., 1999; Theoharis, 2007; Theoharis et al, 2016), changing views 

and perspectives (Theoharis et al., 2016; Toson et al., 2013), and changing school climate 

(Theoharis, 2007; Theoharis et al., 2016).  

Changing school structures. Principals who changed school structures to enact inclusive 

practices encouraged teachers to consider and implement alternate frameworks for practices and 

asking questions (Keyes et al., 1999) and changed the way staff are used and students are 

arranged (Theoharis et al., 2016). These changing structures manifested as heterogeneous 

grouping, inclusion of students with disabilities, increased rigor for all students, access to 
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classes, and combatting deficit thinking (Theoharis, 2007). Theoharis et al., (2016) identified 

formal mapping structures through the development of “service delivery maps” and found that 

“This process gave the staff a complete picture of the school and helped shift teachers’ 

perspectives beyond their classrooms so they could see the school-wide impact” (p. 12).  

 While this theme is the same as that found in the studies conducted within structural 

functional epistemologies, the intent and philosophy behind the educational change is different. 

Principals who pursued organizational redesign to facilitate inclusion were not doing so as a 

means to increase inclusion but as a moral act for the benefit of historically marginalized 

students. Theoharis (2007) found that the principals who enacted this change “felt it was the right 

thing to do, not only to pursue raising student achievement but also because they believed that 

systems that provided separate programs maintained unequal levels of instruction, maintained the 

marginalization of particular students” (p. 235). Organizational redesign took on a larger scope 

when districts closed schools that had specialized programs for students with disabilities. By 

closing these schools, the district focused on educating students with their regular education 

peers in neighborhood schools (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2013). However, in some cases, this 

also led to an “increased burden on special education teachers to deliver specialized instruction 

to a continually growing caseload” (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014, p. 873). 

Changing views and perspectives. Organizational redesign also happened at the personal 

level as a change in view or perspective towards special education. Principals who presumed 

students were capable regardless of their disability viewed special education as unnecessary or 

an impediment to their efforts in implanting inclusive practices (Toson et al., 2013). Principals 

also “helped shift teachers’ perspectives beyond their classrooms so they could see the school-

wide impact” (Theoharis et al., 2016, p. 12) through the development of service delivery maps. If 
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sustained education change for inclusion is desired it is essential for principals and teachers to 

change their views on students with disabilities. 

Changing school climate. Principals implementing inclusive practices also redesigned 

the organization by changing school climate. Theoharis (2007) found that principals enacted the 

social justice work of inclusion by creating a warm and welcoming school climate and reaching 

out the community and marginalized families. This was accomplished by making people feel 

good about themselves, through relationship building with staff and students and through 

visibility in the school and community. Theoharis et al. (2016) found that principals used goal 

setting regarding school climate to aid in the implementation of inclusive practices. The principal 

continually referred back to the school climate goal and used the goal a guide for the 

implementation process. 

Engage in professional development. Seven articles conducted within a structural 

functionalist framework identified engaging in professional development as a key principal 

leadership practice for successful inclusion for students with disabilities (Ball & Green, 2014; 

Cruziero & Morgan, 2006; Fox & Ysseldyke, 1997; Guzman, 1997; Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013; 

Praisner, 2003; Rice, 2006; Waldron et. al., 2011). Successful principals of inclusive practices 

provided professional development for teachers (Cruziero & Morgan, 2006; Fox & Ysseldyke, 

1997; Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013; Rice, 2006; Waldron et al., 2011) and engaged in 

professional development themselves (Ball & Green, 2014; Guzman, 1997; Praisner, 2003).  

 Engaging in professional development takes a variety of forms but several articles found 

the principal plays a powerful role in directing professional development on inclusive practices 

(Cruziero & Morgan, 2006; Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013; Waldron et al., 2011). Cruziero and 

Morgan (2006) identified promoting staff development as a traditional role of principals and this 
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extended to the area of special education. Hoppey & McLeskey (2013) found the principal in 

their study had to redefine his role to focus more on professional development: 

Tom has “redefined my role to be more of a coach and mentor” who “spends the majority 

of my time growing people.” To do this, he focuses his energy on building collegial 

relationships with his teachers, encouraging teacher reflection, and providing school-

based professional development to improve teacher learning and student achievement (p. 

252). 

To do this, staff participated in activities targeting inclusive reform as well as university-based 

professional development on meeting the needs of all students, including students with 

disabilities. To further embed this professional development “Tom strongly encouraged teachers 

to tie their professional development plans to the larger, overarching [inclusive] school 

improvement plan” (p. 253). From a negative example Fox and Ysseldyke (1997) found that 

“staff members said they did not receive practical training during the evaluation year” (p. 91). 

The authors concluded that “It is, of course, not reasonable to ask the staff to do things for which 

they are not adequately trained” (p. 96). 

 Waldron et al. (2011) found improving classroom instruction for all students, including 

students with disabilities, through high-quality professional development to be a “motivating 

factor for teachers and administrators to move to a more inclusive approach” (p. 56). 

Collaborative opportunities for teachers to learn from each other was key in this study and 

Waldron et al. noted that, “Many such opportunities exist for teachers during grade-level 

meetings, inclusion planning meetings, book studies, and coteach chats” (p. 57). The principal in 

the study not only provided opportunities but also created a sense of urgency to improve teacher 

practice. This sense of urgency manifested in teachers collaborating to learn at any opportunity. 
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As an example, “faculty meetings were not used to disseminate information or ‘talk at’ teachers. 

Rather, these meetings were used to provide teachers with an opportunity to collaborate and 

learn from one another” (p. 57). 

 Teachers also sought out professional development when faced with a policy that 

promoted inclusion of students with disabilities (Rice, 2011). Rice found that “Teachers who 

attended the Inclusion Committee meetings sought answers to questions about the specifics of 

the new policy and its relationship to their practice” (p. 92). This manifested as concerns in four 

different areas: legal, ethical, pedagogical, and procedural. The principal spent the majority of 

her time focused on the questions teachers had and providing responses to their concerns.  

 The literature suggests that principals also require professional development for 

successful inclusion. Ball and Green (2014) found that the exposure of principals to special 

education concepts was limited and further the results implied that the principals had a “limited 

knowledge and understanding of the intent and concept of inclusion as it relates to the law” (p. 

68). Ball and Green (2014) concluded that “it is logical to assume that the greater the special 

education knowledge and training of school leaders, the more likely they are to implement 

programs that effectively address and meet the needs of all students (p. 69). Guzman (1997) 

found that “Each principal had followed a personal plan of professional development that 

included issues associated with inclusion” (p. 6). The principals attended conferences and classes 

with staff members and each outlined a personal professional development plan. Guzman noted 

that the principals’ active involvement in learning with staff as an indication of their personal 

commitment to professional development.  

 Two studies reported conflicting findings on the relationship between principals’ 

professional development on special education concepts and principals’ attitudes. Praisner 
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(2003) found that “exposure to special education concepts through special education credits and 

inservice training were related to a more positive attitude toward inclusion” (p. 142). Ten years 

later, Ball and Green (2014) came to the opposite conclusion finding that “The data analysis 

revealed a significant negative relationship between the training [in special education] and 

experience [with students with disabilities] of the school leaders and their attitudes toward 

inclusion” (p. 70). Additionally, Ball and Green found that “School leaders reporting more 

experience and time on the job were less likely to support inclusion” (p. 71). Despite one 

contrary finding, it is clear that principal leadership that ensures professional development of 

teachers and themselves in inclusive practices is critical for successfully implementing inclusive 

education for students with disabilities.  

From a critical or social justice perspective, engaging in professional development is also 

a successful strategy for principals who are implementing inclusion. (DeMatthews & 

Mawhinney, 2013; Theoharis, 2007; Theoharis et al., 2016). Professional development can be 

focused on building equity and social justice (Theoharis, 2007) or on more traditional topics like 

classroom strategies and leadership skills (Theoharis et a., 2016). The lack of professional 

development is sometimes seen as a weakness and a reason inclusion is not as successful as it 

could be. DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2013) found that when “the district primarily focused on 

moving students from non-public schools and district-operated special education schools into 

neighborhood schools rather than working with schools to increase the staff’s ability to educate 

all students” (p. 20) they risked replacing one system of segregation with another. The authors 

concluded that principals must initiate and sustain professional development when moving to 

inclusion of students with disabilities.  



 20 

Professional development is the most prevalent approach for implementing inclusive 

practices from within a structural functional framework. Professional development was cited in 

seven articles and was a key component of ten individual findings. From a critical or social 

justice perspective, professional development was a less common approach found in only three 

articles and key component of six findings. Both approaches address professional development 

on teacher and principal skills and knowledge but only the critical/social justice framing includes 

professional development on equity and social justice. 

Monitor, provide feedback, and use data. Principal leadership practices that monitor, 

provide feedback, and use data are important to the successful implementation of inclusion for 

students with disabilities. Five articles grounded in structural functionalist frameworks identified 

these practices (Fox & Ysseldyke, 1997; Guzman, 1997; Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013; 

Mayrowetz &Weinstein, 1999; Waldron et al., 2011).  

Monitor. Principals who are successful in implementing inclusive practices listened and 

observed throughout the process. Guzman (1997) and Mayrowetz & Weinstein (1999) found 

listening and observing important functions for monitoring progress of the implementation of 

inclusive practices. Mayrowetz and Weinstein reported that “the school psychologist and the 

principal were primarily responsible for keeping tabs on inclusion, although they acknowledged 

that the teachers also ‘kept an ear to the ground’” (p. 439). Guzman noted that: 

Staff members described the principals as good listeners and patient observers in staffings 

and classrooms. It was apparent by reading building action plans and evaluation reports 

that these principals were skilled at synthesizing and interpreting data from a wide variety 

of sources (p. 6) 
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Both studies observed that the principals monitored how the implementation of inclusive 

practices was progressing. The principals spent time at meetings and in the classrooms checking 

on teachers, support staff and students to gather more information and make adjustments.  

Provide feedback. Principals gathered and provided feedback to problem solve issues that 

arose in the implementation of inclusive practices. Guzman (1997) and Fox and Ysseldyke 

(1997) each identified problems solving skills and evaluation as a factor in successful 

implementation of inclusion. Fox and Ysseldyke found that while inclusion planning meetings to 

monitor and evaluate the process were essential, the planning meetings diminished over time 

which led to a failure to implement inclusion well. Guzman on the other hand observed a 

positive example of this factor noting that “An outstanding feature of each principal interviewed 

was an ability to describe the process used to solve problems, assess needs, collaboratively plan 

with staff, monitor implementation, gather feedback from various sources, and evaluate results” 

(p. 6). From both of these articles, principals must continually problem solve through monitoring 

and feedback to successful implement inclusive practices. 

Use data. Principals used data to define goals and drive decision making in support of 

inclusive practices. Waldron et al. (2011) and Hoppey and McLeskey (2013) found that having 

data as a foundation for system monitoring was essential. Hoppey and McLeskey indicated that 

after teachers began examining student data it “resulted in more frequent use of evidence-based 

instructional approaches and the reorganization of the school schedule” (p. 251).  Waldron et al. 

(2011) found that “the most important consideration for making an effective, inclusive school 

work “was using data to drive decision making” (p. 57). The principal, “Ms. Richards and all of 

the teachers interviewed agreed that having a system for monitoring student progress was 
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indispensible to making their school work” (p. 57). Principals must use data to determine if the 

implementation of inclusive practices is effective. 

Principals who lead for inclusion from a critical theory or social justice perspective also 

monitor progress, provide feedback, and use data to successfully implement change. The 

strategies principals use when approaching inclusion from a critical/social justice framework are: 

collecting and analyzing data for trends (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2013; DeMatthews, 2015; 

Theoharis et al., 2016), accountability mechanisms (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2013), and 

raising student achievement (Theoharis, 2007; Theoharis et al., 2016).  

Collecting and analyzing data for trends. Principals grounded in social justice use both 

quantitative and qualitative data in facilitating inclusive practices. DeMatthews (2015) describes 

how “Principal Lee reviewed student performance, attendance, and special education data for 

trends, but also observed teachers and monitored PLCs, professional development sessions, and 

co-planning sessions” (p. 153). This data is helpful for leadership teams to understand students’ 

experiences (Theoharis et al., 2016) and to monitor placement decisions (DeMatthews & 

Mawhinney, 2013).  

Accountability mechanisms. Another strategy principals use to facilitate the 

implementation inclusive practices is accountability. One district partnered with the Office of 

Data and Accountability as well as the Office of General Counsel to ensure programs were 

successful implemented (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2013). Particularly for those districts who 

have failed to adequately provide for historically marginalized students, external accountability 

can be effective. 

Raising student achievement. Principals founded in social justice received feedback on 

the inclusive practices they implemented through student achievement results. Schools that 
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implemented inclusive reform tested a greater percentage of their students (Theoharis, 2007) and 

when tested, more students perform at or above grade level in literacy and math achievement 

(Theoharis, 2007; Theoharis et al., 2016). Increased student achievement had the effect of 

reinforcing the principals’ decision to enact inclusive reforms and built support amongst staff 

and the community. 

While there are similarities between the themes that arise from the different 

epistemological frameworks, principals who were operating within a critical or social justice 

framework were not just monitoring progress by listening and observing but providing 

accountability through external entities. Principals were not just collecting data to monitor for 

progress but also using the data to make placement decisions for students with disabilities. 

Principals were not just providing feedback to teachers but ensuring there were increases in 

student achievement. The principals who approached inclusion from a critical or social justice 

perspective attained more direct positive results for students with disabilities.  

Administrative leadership. Administrative leadership is a key component to the 

implementation of inclusive practices from a structural functional perspective. Mayrowetz and 

Weinstein (1999) and Rice (2006) find that administrative leadership is important for inclusion 

and that administrators play a critical role. For example, administrative support for inclusive 

placements is important (Ball & Green, 2014) and active principal involvement in the IEP 

process contributes to successful inclusion of students with disabilities (Guzman, 1997).  

Mayrowetz and Weinstein (1999) indicate why administrative leadership is key to the process of 

change for inclusion:  

Inclusion requires considerably more restructuring and more schoolwide (or even 

districtwide) coordination than SPS, and administrators are best positioned to perform 
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certain critical tasks. For example, building administrators modified grading policies, 

scheduled mandatory meetings, and granted teachers release time (p. 444). 

Principal leadership is critical to the success of inclusive practices. 

Administrative leadership for implementing inclusion is just as an important factor from a 

critical or social justice perspective. School administrators’ influence on the top tier of the 

district can lead to increased support for inclusive practices (Toson et al., 2013). The principal’s 

role is critical and when an inclusive model of delivery is successful, principals are a vocal and 

strong advocate for inclusion (Theoharis et al., 2016). Contrasting this, DeMatthews (2015) 

found that when the principal did not have a great deal of special education expertise they 

focused on hiring staff to aid in moving forward with inclusion as opposed to taking on a 

leadership role themselves. In one instance, outside leadership helped initiate and bolster the 

formative effort in implementing inclusive practices. Once the effort was established, the 

university team that provided support was able to gradually reduce the intensity of support and 

responsibility until the school had taken over all responsibility (Theoharis et al., 2016, p. 22). If 

the principal cannot demonstrate the necessary leadership for inclusive practices it is possible to 

bring in outside help until internal leadership can be strengthened.  

Positive attitudes, beliefs, and values towards inclusion. Four studies with structural 

functionalist frameworks identified principal attitudes and beliefs as important in the 

implementation of inclusive practices (Ball & Green, 2014; Houser et al., 2011; Praisner, 2003; 

Smith & Leonard, 2005). Attitude towards inclusion is an important factor in the successful 

implementation of inclusion and when attitudes are positive towards inclusion, the 

implementation has a greater likelihood of success (Ball & Green, 2014; Praisner, 2003; Smith & 

Leonard, 2005).  Smith and Leonard (2005) found that “general and special educators in 
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inclusive environments must develop a positive attitude toward the initiative” (p, 277) if the 

implementation of inclusion is going to be successful. The same is true of principals; “Principals 

with more positive attitudes toward inclusion were more likely to believe that less restrictive 

placements were most appropriate for students with disabilities” (Praisner, 2003, p. 141).  

 Houser et al. (2011) found that principals with more transformational leadership traits 

hold more positive beliefs regarding elements of inclusion than leaders with more transactional 

leadership traits. Houser et al. also found that principal values and beliefs were “significantly 

correlated to the attitude that students whose academic achievement is 2 or more years below 

other students in the grade should be in regular classes” (p. 61). Principals who have more 

positive attitudes towards inclusion and who talk about their values are more successful in 

implementing inclusive practices for students with disabilities. 

Positive attitudes, beliefs, and values towards inclusion are important principal practices 

for implementing inclusion from a critical or social justice perspective as well. The principals in 

the articles viewed through a structural functional framework held positive views about 

inclusion. In contrast, the principals in the articles who viewed inclusion through a critical or 

social justice framework did more than view inclusion positively, they felt that inclusion was a 

moral responsibility. Toson et al. (2013) found that each of the principals’ views on disability 

affected other teachers’ and leaders’ values and also affected how they made placement 

decisions for students with disabilities. For some principals, “inclusive education was more than 

a mandate, more than a best practice, it was a core value based on human dignity and human 

rights” (p. 500). Keyes et al. (1999) described the principal’s spirituality as a core feature of her 

leadership that manifested in decision making based on issues of personal dignity and individual 
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value. This translated to a view that “each person who walked in the school door merited respect 

and inclusion” and that “all individuals deserve dignified recognition” (p. 224).  

 Frick et al. (2012) also found that values are important and found that principals are 

“overwhelmingly committed to working for ‘the best interest of students’ as a moral/ethical 

consideration in decision making” (p. 221). The “best interest of students” is not a straight 

forward decision-making tool though, and: 

A serious internal tension existed as principals related their obligation to represent all 

students and their best interests in collective terms. This dual focus on meeting both the 

specific needs of a single student and the collective needs of the entire student body was 

described as a “balancing act” (p. 222) 

Ultimately, principals “were inclined to make health, safety, and student welfare a top value to 

be achieved schoolwide, while other interests, either corporate or individual, were considered 

secondary” (p. 224). Regardless of the exact values that a principal holds, they are core to a 

principals’ identity and it translates directly into their ability to lead for inclusion. 

Practice distributed leadership. When inclusive practices are successfully enacted and 

sustained, principals allow leadership functions to be taken on by individuals other than 

themselves. From a structural functionalist perspective, this notion is expressed in a variety of 

ways: delegated responsibility, teacher leadership, shared decision making, and redundant 

leadership. Principals use this strategy for a variety of reasons. Some leaders feel they cannot do 

the work alone (Waldron et al., 2011), others delegate responsibility to build capacity and enact 

change (Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013; Powell & Hyle, 1997) and some are interested in 

institutionalizing change (Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999).  
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 Waldron et al. (2011) found that the principal “never seemed to take the perspective that 

she could do this alone or that she knew how this redesign should occur” (p. 54). Rather, the 

principal used shared decision making as a part of a learning community to redesign the 

organization. Hoppey and McLeskey, (2013) drew a similar conclusion finding that “a principal 

does not have sufficient time to provide all of the leadership that is necessary for an elementary 

school to be successful” (p. 253). This led the principal to expect “everyone on the faculty to be a 

leader, as all have talents or something to offer to the school” (p. 253). Distributed leadership is 

an effective way for principals to build support for inclusive practices and maintain inclusive 

practices in their absence. 

Similarly, principals that are successful in implementing inclusion from a critical or 

social justice perspective also use a team approach. Successful teams have representation from 

across grade levels and interest groups (Theoharis et al., 2016) and can provide teachers with 

greater control and autonomy (Keyes et al. 1999). Keyes et al. (1999) described the principal’s 

“ability to coalesce the staff as the glue that kept the foundation for inclusion together” (p. 220) 

as essential to successful implementation of inclusion. Principals who facilitate distributed 

leadership allow the school staff to take on leadership roles sustaining the educational change for 

inclusion into the future.  

Leverage resources. Where inclusion is successful from a structural functionalist 

perspective, principals provide the necessary resources to sustain it. Resources include personnel 

that provide direct services to students (Fox & Ysseldyke, 1997; Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999) 

and money for resources (Waldron et al., 2011). While additional personnel and materials are 

often utilized well, in some cases (Fox and Ysseldyke, 1997) the staff did not make full use of 

services that were made available for the inclusionary practices. When money is the issue, 
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support comes from the district office as well as from the local community (Waldron et al., 

2011). Principals that sustain inclusive practices ensure that both human and material resources 

are provided. 

From a critical or social justice perspective, principals must also leverage the right 

resources to make change for inclusion possible. Theoharis et al., (2016) identified the 

partnership between a major research university and the public schools as an incredibly valuable 

resource. This involved a multi-year commitment and leadership from the university. Lack of 

resources can be detrimental to the successful implementation of inclusion. Where there is no 

support to schools or teachers there is a risk of maintaining self-contained programs 

(DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2013) and budget cuts can force difficult tradeoffs and choices 

with staffing (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014). Principals who leverage the right resources 

can have a positive impact on the implementation of inclusive practices. 

Provide a vision of inclusion. Four principal practices to support inclusion are only 

found in articles that analyzed the issue from a structural functional perspective: provide a vision 

of inclusion, develop school culture, engage parents, and leadership style. Successful principals 

leading for inclusive practices hold and articulate a clear vision of inclusion. Mayrowetz and 

Weinstein (1999) found that “Providing and selling a vision” (p. 431) proved essential to 

principals who implemented inclusion in their schools. Three other studies (Guzman, 1997; 

Marks et al., 2014; Waldron et al., 2011) also suggest that a vision of inclusion is a key factor in 

the implementation of inclusive practices. In some cases, a district leader provided the vision for 

inclusion (Marks et al., 2014; Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999) and in others districts the principal 

provided the vision (Guzman, 1997; Waldron et al., 2011). When district special education 

directors provided the direction, how they “interpreted the policy and the philosophy of the 
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district was of significance” (Marks et al., 2014, p.78). Guzman (1997) found that the principals 

developed their philosophy for inclusion collaboratively and “reviewed a process used in the 

building to develop a building philosophy of inclusion” (p. 5). The same held true for Waldron et 

al. (2011) whose principal “viewed as her primary goal developing a shared vision and moral 

purpose for the school” (p. 54).  

Develop school culture. Principals practices evaluated through a structural functional 

framework support the implementation of inclusive practices by developing a supportive 

building and community culture. Cultural elements that are important are listening to teachers 

(Guzman, 1997; Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013; Rice, 2006), building trust with teachers (Hoppey 

& McLeskey, 2013; Waldron et al. 2011), treating staff fairly (Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013), 

teacher motivation (Ingram, 1997), and community partnerships (Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013). 

Guzman (1997) found that “Each principal had established a system of communication that 

allowed staff members to disagree with policies and practices and to make recommendations for 

changes” (p. 5). Listening to and respecting faculty and staff ideas and concerns supported the 

inclusion initiative (Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013). When building leaders “appeared to view 

teacher questions as questioning the policy and/or philosophy of inclusion” teachers did not feel 

respected (Rice, 2006, p. 94) and disengaged from the process of implementing inclusion. The 

principals’ ability to develop a sense of trust and respect is a key finding that is effective at the 

personal level (Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013) and through development of a learning community 

(Waldron et al., 2011). The atmosphere of trust that principals develop leads to more frank 

conversations and problem solving with peers which improves the likelihood that inclusive 

practices will take hold.  
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Engage parents. The third principal practice to support inclusion only to be found in the 

research grounded in structural functionalism centered on engaging parents. From a structural 

functionalist perspective, principals that are receptive to parent involvement positively impact 

the successful implementation of inclusion (Guzman, 1997; Marks et al., 2014; Mayrowetz & 

Weinstein, 1999). Guzman found that principals initiated the contact as “Each principal was 

personally involved in dialogue with the parents of students with disabilities” (p. 5) while Marks 

et al., (2014) found the involvement originated from the parents. Parent involvement is not 

always in support of inclusion and principals “noted that parents who are educated about the law, 

who are actively involved, and who will advocate for a specific type of placement can come 

from “both ends” of the LRE spectrum” (Marks et al., 2014, p. 81). With this in mind, principals 

play a critical role in facilitating the right type of parent involvement to ensure success. 

Leadership style. A principal’s leadership style matters when leading for inclusion from 

a structural functionalist perspective. Ingram (1997) indicated that “the greater the extent to 

which the principal is viewed as charismatic, the stronger is the likelihood that teachers will be 

influenced by the principal to perform beyond teachers' original expectations” (p. 8). Charismatic 

leadership or transformational leadership can alleviate the challenges of implementing an 

educational change like the implementation of inclusion (Ingram, 1997; Houser et al., 2011). 

With inclusive practices, Houser et al. (2011) found that “The results suggest that the more that 

principals displayed transformational leadership behaviors, the more positive their attitudes were 

toward these selected inclusive practices” (p. 59). Smith & Leonard (2005) found that some 

leadership styles matter more than others and each principal studied exhibited a distinctive 

leadership style. The principal that exhibited a facilitative leadership style that led to 

collaboration of teachers was most effective in implementing inclusive practices while the 
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principals that displayed authoritarian and congenial leadership styles were less effective. 

Principals implementing inclusive practices can utilize their leadership style to positively impact 

the process and outcome for students with disabilities. 

Manage student behavior. Two principal practices for inclusion are found to be 

important only from a critical or social justice perspective: manage student behavior and respond 

to resistance. Student behavior issues and management can jeopardize inclusive reform efforts 

that principals enact. Some students struggle in less restrictive environments and can impact 

other students’ learning (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014). This leads principals to make 

difficult decisions balancing the benefits of inclusion with the safety and frustration of students 

and teachers. Principals can be inspired and optimistic when students that struggle are successful. 

They can use these success stories to build support for inclusive practices. However, when 

difficult cases arise, the failures prompt questions related to the legitimacy and feasibility of the 

implementation of inclusion (DeMatthews, 2015, p. 156). Principals who manage student 

behavior effectively can increase support for inclusive practices while limiting the potential 

liabilities for implementation. 

Respond to resistance. Principals grounded in social justice faced resistance to inclusion 

internally (DeMatthews, 2015; Theoharis, 2007; Theoharis et al., 2016) and externally 

(DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; Theoharis, 2007). Internally, the resistance came from 

teachers and in some instances the leadership team (Theoharis et al., 2016). Theoharis (2007) 

described the resistance as “coming directly from the demands of the principalship, the 

momentum of the status quo, obstructive staff attitudes and beliefs, and insular and privileged 

parental expectations” (p. 238).  
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 Principals identified the ways in which external resistance took shape “from unsupportive 

central office administrators, a formidable bureaucracy, prosaic colleagues, a lack of resources, 

harmful state and federal regulations, and uninspired administrator preparation” (Theoharis, 

2007, p. 240). The community generated resistance to inclusion as well. A portion of the 

community felt discomfort over marginalized groups of students attend the school and more 

specifically, segments of the community expressed discomfort with the idea of bringing students 

with emotional disturbances into their neighborhood schools (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 

2014).  

 Principals enacting social justice work for the inclusion of students with disabilities often 

face resistance to their efforts. This resistance can be personally injurious (DeMatthews, 2015) 

and can be emotionally and physically draining for many (Theoharis, 2007). To sustain 

themselves in their social justice work, principals enact a range of proactive and coping 

strategies (Theoharis, 2007). 

Conclusion. The principal practices from studies with a critical and social justice 

perspective overlapped with the themes found in studies that examined leadership for inclusion 

from a structural functionalist epistemology. Those that overlap are: Organizational Redesign; 

Monitor, Provide Feedback and Use data; Administrative Leadership; Engage in Professional 

Development; Leverage Resources; Practice Distributed Leadership; and Positive Attitudes, 

Beliefs and Values Towards Inclusion. Themes only identified in studies conducted from a 

critical theory or social justice epistemology are: Respond to Resistance and Manage Student 

Behavior. The one theme that exemplifies the social justice perspective is Respond to Resistance. 

Resistance to inclusion arose out of staff members protecting their own beliefs about education 

and from parents’ self-interest in protecting their special access to the educational system. The 
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resistance principals faced from staff, the community and the district led to a great personal toll 

and a persistent sense of discouragement (Theoharis, 2007). The presence of resistance is an 

important finding in a limited number of articles (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; 

DeMatthews, 2015; Theoharis, 2007; Theoharis et al., 2016). However, a closer reading of all 22 

of the articles in this literature review yields objections to inclusion and the strategies that 

principals use to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. These additional 

findings are the subject of part two of the literature review found in the next chapter, chapter 

two. 
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Chapter 2: Part Two of the Literature Review and Conceptual Framework 

 In chapter one,  I introduced the study and examined the literature on principal practices 

for implementation of inclusion of students with disabilities. In this chapter, I reexamine the 

literature to identify evidence of the resistance principals encounter when implementing 

inclusive practices for students with disabilities and the strategies they rely on in response to this 

resistance. I close this chapter with an introduction to the conceptual framework that guided this 

study. 

Resistance to Inclusion 

  In the research, 16 of the 22 studies identified described resistance to inclusion. 

Resistance takes a variety of forms and is categorized as: avoidance of additional work; 

perceived negative impact on students without disabilities; lack of skills; preference for the status 

quo; perceived harm to students with disabilities; low expectations; failure to facilitate 

commitment; lack of resources; and regulations. (See Table 2). 

 

Table 2  

Categories of Resistance to Inclusion 

Avoidance of 

additional work 

DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2014); DeMatthews (2015); Hoppey & 

McLeskey (2013); Keyes et al. (1999); Mayrowetz & Weinstein (1999); 

Powell & Hyle (1997); Rice (2006); Smith & Leonard (2005); 

Theoharis (2007); Marks et al. (2014); Theoharis et al. (2016) 

Perceived negative 

impact on students 

without disabilities 

DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2013); DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2014); 

DeMatthews (2015); Fox & Ysseldyke (1997); Frick et al. (2012); 

Mayrowetz & Weinstein (1999); Rice (2006); Theoharis (2007) 
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Lack of skills Ball & Green (2014); DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2014); DeMatthews 

(2015); Fox & Ysseldyke (1997); Marks et al. (2014); Powell & Hyle 

(1997); Rice (2006); Theoharis (2007)  

Preference for the 

status quo 

DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2014); Fox & Ysseldyke (1997); Ingram 

(1997); Powell & Hyle (1997); Rice (2006); Theoharis (2007); 

Theoharis et al. (2016) 

Perceived harm to 

students with 

disabilities 

DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2013); DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2014); 

DeMatthews (2015); Marks et al. (2014); Rice (2006); Toson et al. 

(2013); Theoharis et al. (2016) 

Low expectations Fox & Ysseldyke (1997); DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2014); 

DeMatthews (2015); Marks et al. (2014); Smith & Leonard (2005); 

Toson et al. (2013) 

Failure to facilitate 

commitment to 

inclusion 

Fox & Ysseldyke (1997); Hoppey & McLeskey (2013); Marks et al. 

(2014); Powell & Hyle (1997); Rice (2006); Theoharis (2007) 

Lack of resources DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2013); Marks et al. (2014); Mayrowetz & 

Weinstein (1999); Smith & Leonard (2005); Theoharis (2007)  

Regulations DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2013); Marks et al. (2014); Theoharis 

(2007) 

 

Avoidance of additional work. Mentioned by 11 studies, the most common form of 

resistance principals face is teachers’ rejection of the work and challenges that come from 

implementing inclusion (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; DeMatthews, 2015; Hoppey & 
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McLeskey, 2013; Keyes et al., 1999; Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999; Powell & Hyle, 1997; 

Smith & Leonard, 2005; Rice, 2006; Theoharis, 2007; Theoharis et al., 2016). A quote from a 

teacher summed this attitude up well, “I understand why this is better for the students, but it will 

be a lot more work for me” (Theoharis et al., 2016, p. 14). For some teachers, resistance is born 

out of a frustration at implementing a difficult task (Powell & Hyle, 1997) and for some it is self-

doubt or fear of what they have gotten into (Keyes et al., 1999; DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 

2014; Smith & Leonard, 2005).  Many teachers feel that teaching students with disabilities is not 

their responsibility (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; DeMatthews, 2015; Mayrowetz & 

Weinstein, 1999; Rice, 2006; Theoharis, 2007; Theoharis et al., 2016). Resistance that manifests 

in this manner is not necessarily towards inclusion itself, but towards the implied or expected 

extra work that teaching to a wider range of student abilities requires.  

Perceived negative impact on students without disabilities. Another form of resistance 

to inclusion that principals face is the rejection of students with disabilities in the regular 

education setting because of a perceived impact on the learning of other students in the 

classroom. This resistance is rooted in the power dynamics of schooling and the protection of 

resources for those who are privileged. Evidence of this form of resistance is found in eight 

articles (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2013; DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; DeMatthews, 

2015; Fox & Ysseldyke, 1997; Frick et al., 2012; Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999; Rice, 2006; 

Theoharis, 2007). One common view is that students with disabilities disrupt the learning of 

others (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; Fox & Ysseldyke, 1997; Frick et al., 2012; Theoharis, 

2007) and that the academic rigor and learning for students who are not labeled with disabilities 

will decline (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2013; Frick et al., 2012; Rice, 2006; Theoharis, 2007). 

For parents, Theoharis (2007) described this as “insular and privileged parent expectations” and 
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with teachers, the principal “saw that this belief ‘constantly contributed to seeing students with 

special education labels as marginal and even second-class members of the classroom’” (p. 238-

239). 

Lack of skills. Principals face resistance to inclusion as a result of the lack of skills that 

teachers have to address the new demands of inclusive practices. Eight studies described 

resistance to inclusion that arose from a lack of skills in either teachers or principals (Ball & 

Green, 2014; DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; DeMatthews, 2015; Fox & Ysseldyke, 1997; 

Marks et al., 2014; Powell & Hyle, 1997; Rice, 2006; Theoharis, 2007). For principals, this lack 

of skills is often the result of uninspiring preparation programs (Ball & Green, 2014; Theoharis, 

2007). With teachers, the principals striving for inclusion found many teachers unprepared to 

teach a diverse group of students (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; DeMatthews, 2015). Some 

teachers feel “It’s unprofessional to put us in a situation where we don’t have the skills or 

training to do this” (Rice, 2006). 

Preference for the status quo. Principals face resistance from teachers and parents who 

prefer to maintain the status quo in the face of implementing inclusive practices. Seven studies 

identified teachers resisting inclusion on the basis that they did not want to change (DeMatthews 

& Mawhinney, 2014; Fox & Ysseldyke, 1997; Ingram, 1997; Powell & Hyle, 1997; Rice, 2006; 

Theoharis, 2007; Theoharis et al., 2016). Theoharis et al. (2016) expressed teachers desire for the 

status quo succinctly:  

There was a vocal minority that was intent on adhering to the status quo. One teacher, 

representative of this minority, maintained, ‘We are a good school; we have always cared 

about students with disabilities, and we don’t need to change’” (p. 130).  
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Along with a desire for the status quo, many teachers and middle-class white parents feel a 

nostalgia for the way school had functioned in the past (Theoharis, 2007) and some feel that 

educational practices have worked well for the past few decades so why not continue (Rice, 

2006; Theoharis, 2007). Some special education teachers like how services have been delivered 

in the past in a segregated model and do not want to give up their students (Powell & Hyle, 

1997) while some general education teachers are resistant to modifying their curriculum or 

teaching style (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; Fox & Ysseldyke, 1997; Powell & Hyle, 

1997).  

Perceived harm to students with disabilities. Principals face resistance to inclusive 

practices that derive from parents’ desires to protect their child who has been labeled with a 

disability (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; DeMatthews, 2015; Marks et al., 2014; Theoharis, 

2016). Some principals and teachers use the harm that students with disabilities are perceived to 

face in the regular education classroom as an excuse to avoid inclusion (DeMatthews & 

Mawhinney, 2013; DeMatthews, 2015; Rice, 2006; Toson et al., 2013). In some instances, 

principals use parents’ fears to justify their own resistance to inclusion. DeMatthews and 

Mawhinney (2013) found that “Some principals did not cooperate with the mandate and 

attempted to maneuver around the policy by persuading parents that their school was not an 

appropriate setting for their child” (p. 16).  

Low expectations. Principals face low expectations and deficit thinking from teachers as 

reasons why inclusion is not appropriate for students with disabilities. Teachers may feel that the 

general education curriculum is too difficult for students with disabilities (Fox & Ysseldyke, 

1997; Marks et al., 2014) or that they are not able to keep up in a general education class 

(DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; DeMatthews, 2015). Some general education teachers feel 



 39 

that inclusion in the general education setting is not appropriate for all students with disabilities 

(Smith & Leonard, 2005) and other teachers felt there would always be a need for segregated 

special education classrooms for a small group of students (Toson et al., 2013). Deficit views of 

students with disabilities, and even their families, are prevalent and can block inclusive practices 

(DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; DeMatthews, 2015) and further, DeMatthews (2015) 

observed that some teachers “held prejudices toward the children and their families with 

repercussions for how they treated, disciplined, and instructed students” (p. 150). This resistance 

is particularly damaging as it indicates an underlying philosophy or belief that carries throughout 

instruction, even if students with disabilities are included in the general education setting. 

Failure to facilitate commitment to inclusion. Principals face resistance to inclusion 

when they do not actively generate support for the change. When teachers and community are 

not “sold” on the idea of inclusion resistance can form. Fox & Ysseldyke (1997) found that in the 

absence of a shared sense of vision concerning the meaning and reason for inclusion “the faculty 

did not take ‘ownership’ of the process. Instead, they appear to have regarded it as something 

‘foisted’ on them” (p. 86). Powell and Hyle (1997, p. 310) also identified the practice of 

“inclusion dictated from on high” as a reason for resistance to inclusion. Theoharis (2007) found 

obstructive staff attitudes and beliefs to be a form of resistance and Marks et al. (2014) found 

because not everyone was on the same page regarding what inclusion would look like, “that the 

most significant challenge continues to be changing the mindset of teachers” (p. 78). The 

principals in these studies continually developed “buy in” to inclusive practices as they 

implemented the change.  

In some instances, the process of developing support for inclusion did not start until after 

the equity change had already moved past the initial stages. Hoppey & McLeskey (2013) 



 40 

discussed an implementation gulch where after the initial enthusiasm waned, people began 

asking “why did we do this?” Rice (2006) found that the principal addressed the issue of 

inclusion but never sought support through engagement of her staff in dialogue around the issue 

of inclusion. This lack of buy in contributes to a lack of enthusiasm and motivation to make the 

transition to inclusion of students with disabilities.  

Lack of resources. Both principals and teachers resist inclusion when resources are not 

provided to aid in the implementation process. Principals become upset when they have to 

manage an unfunded mandate to educate students with disabilities who might be enrolling in 

their schools (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2013) and when they encounter “unsupportive central 

office administrators, a formidable bureaucracy, prosaic colleagues” (Theoharis, 2007, p. 240), 

and a lack of resources to support the changes (Marks et al., 2014). Mayrowetz and Weinstein 

(1999) found that teachers expressed that inclusion would lead to a lot of disgruntled teachers if 

the proper resources were not provided. Smith (2006) found that teachers were resistant to 

inclusive practices when they did not feel supported and “had misgivings regarding principal 

support, experiencing the unfulfilled need for additional resources—material and human” (p. 

275).  

Regulations. Principals may also find regulations can be an impediment and a reason for 

resistance to inclusion. Federal and state regulations are a source of resistance when educators, 

families, and community members point to them to justify segregated placements and can be 

interpreted as limiting the way they are written. Principals expressed that the intent of IDEA and 

the least restrictive environment are used to justify segregated placements for students with 

disabilities (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2013; Marks et al., 2014). Principals also found state 
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and federal regulations to be harmful to students and in some cases marginalizing and racist 

(Theoharis, 2007).  

Strategies to Overcome Resistance to Inclusion 

 Principals generated a number of different strategies to overcome resistance to inclusion 

and persist in implementing inclusive practices for students with disabilities: engage in 

professional development; provide counternarratives; leverage resources; develop a shared 

vision; practice shared decision making; employ interest convergence; build relationships; and 

leverage regulation (see Table 3). Principals employ these strategies to directly counteract 

specific forms of resistance or as stand-alone strategies to prevent resistance from occurring in 

the first place.   

 

Table 3  

Strategies to Overcome Resistance to Inclusion 

Engage in 

professional 

development 

Ball & Green, 2014; DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; DeMatthews, 

2015; Fox & Ysseldyke, 1997; Guzman, 1997; Hoppey & McLeskey, 

2013; Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999; Powell & Hyle, 1997; Praisner, 

2003; Rice, 2006; Smith & Leonard, 2005; Theoharis, 2007; Theoharis 

et al., 2016; Waldron et al., 2011 

Provide 

counternarratives 

DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2013; DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; 

DeMatthews, 2015; Marks et al., 2014; Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999; 

Rice, 2006; Theoharis et al., 2016; Toson et al., 2013; Waldron et al., 

2011 
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Leverage resources Fox & Ysseldyke, 1997; Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013; Mayrowetz & 

Weinstein, 1999; Powell & Hyle, 1997; Smith & Leonard, 2005; 

Theoharis, 2007; Waldron et al., 2011 

Develop a shared 

vision 

Fox & Ysseldyke, 1997; Guzman, 1997; Ingram, 1997; Keyes et al., 

1999; Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999; Theoharis, 2007; Waldron et al., 

2011 

Practice shared 

decision making 

Keyes et al., 1999; Smith & Leonard, 2005; Theoharis, 2007 

Employ interest 

convergence 

DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999 

Build relationships DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2013; Toson et al., 2013 

Leverage 

regulations 

Rice, 2006; Theoharis, 2007 

 

Engage in professional development. Principals provide professional development as a 

response to resistance to inclusion when teachers demonstrate a lack of skills. Fourteen authors 

described this as useful in overcoming resistance to inclusion (Ball & Green, 2014; DeMatthews 

& Mawhinney, 2014; DeMatthews, 2015; Fox & Ysseldyke, 1997; Guzman, 1997; Hoppey & 

McLeskey, 2013; Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999; Powell & Hyle, 1997; Praisner, 2003; Smith & 

Leonard, 2005; Rice, 2006; Theoharis, 2007; Theoharis et al., 2016; Waldron et al., 2011). The 

professional development offered can be generic without specificity beyond skills related to the 

inclusion process. Some professional development involves specialized types of training such as 

training on specific types of disabilities (Ball & Green, 2014; Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999), 
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differentiated instruction (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014), training to support positive student 

behavior (DeMatthews, 2015), and race and equity (Theoharis, 2007). Most professional 

development for inclusion is focused on teachers but some can be focused on school leaders 

(Ball & Green, 2014; Praisner, 2003). Much of this training is often delivered internally or 

through collaboration with peers but some training is delivered through partnerships with a 

university (Theoharis et al., 2016).  

Provide counternarratives. Another strategy principals use to overcome resistance to 

inclusion is the use of counternarratives. Counternarratives emerged out of critical race theory in 

education (Capper, 2015) and are used to push back against majoritarian narratives. Within the 

context of the literature reviewed here, principals rely on counternarratives to combat resistance 

to inclusion when arguments are presented that inclusion would impede the learning of others, 

harm students with disabilities, and when individuals expressed low expectations for students 

with disabilities.  

 Principals relied on counternarratives as a specific strategy to build support for inclusion 

by diminishing the significance of the change to inclusive classrooms (Theoharis et al., 2016) 

and by finding a few students with disabilities who could quickly and successfully be included 

(DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014). Some principals rely on counternarratives to explain the 

deficiencies of segregated education of students with disabilities. Waldron et al., (2011) 

describes how students with disabilities would leave effective teachers in general education 

settings and go to ineffective special education teachers in separate classroom and ended up 

learning only rote skills. DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2013) found that principals argued that the 

perpetual neglect of students with disabilities have endured for decades was justification for 

inclusion. Principals also found that parents objected to self-contained settings with other 
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students who had behavioral issues because of how it could negatively impact their child who 

also had a disability (Marks et al., 2014). Principals who used counternarratives also related 

examples of students who had positive results or an incredible experience in the regular 

education setting (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; DeMatthews 2015; Mayrowetz & 

Weinstein, 1999; Rice, Toson et al., 2013; 2006; Waldron et al., 2011).  

Leverage resources. Principals who successful implement inclusive practices overcome 

resistance by effectively leverage the resources available. Resources can be supportive networks 

(Theoharis, 2007), support for inclusion to teachers (Smith & Leonard, 2005), or district services 

(Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013). Sometimes resources are a generic commitment (Fox & 

Ysseldyke, 1997; Waldron et al., 2011) but in other cases, specific items like para support and 

aides are provided (Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999; Powell & Hyle, 1997).  

Develop a shared vision. To combat resistance principals developed a shared vision to 

garner staff commitment to the work. Fox & Ysseldyke (1997) and Guzman (1997) found a 

shared sense of vision or shared philosophy a valuable strategy when encountering resistance to 

inclusion. Ingram (1997) found that “Not only is it important to identify and articulate such a 

philosophy, but building consensus among school staff for this philosophy is equally critical” (p. 

8). Further, principals should hire the right people who share their vision of inclusion (Keyes et 

al., 1999). When the implementation of inclusive practices is successful, staff feel that the 

measure is just a part of the culture (Waldron et al., 2011) and when inclusion is still in 

development it is important to get staff to buy into a vision and develop their understanding of 

what inclusion for social justice means (Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999; Theoharis, 2007).  

Employ interest convergence. Principals also rely on interest convergence to bring on 

allies and win over skeptics in the implementation of inclusion. The principle of interest 
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convergence is derived from judicial activity in racial cases. Bell (1980) defines interest 

convergence as “The interest of blacks in achieving racial equality will be accommodated only 

when it converges with the interests of whites.” Interest convergence is a common theme in 

critical race theory in education (Capper, 2015) and is used to promote the advancement of 

marginalized groups by pointing out the benefits to the historically dominant group when a 

controversial imitative is implemented. This strategy is used not only to advance the interests of 

people of color but also other historically marginalized groups like students with disabilities. 

 Principals used interest convergence to build support for inclusion by demonstrating to 

others that students without disabilities will also benefit from inclusion. For example, 

DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2014) found that the principal “explained to the parents that Hall 

ES would be a stronger school if it could keep the two teachers and two paraprofessionals 

assigned to the self-contained program” (p. 871). Teachers and parents also use this strategy to 

advance the interests of students with disabilities. As an example, parents underscored the 

benefits nondisabled peers gained from wider friendships (Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999) and 

teachers demonstrated how the additional resources that are provided to students with disabilities 

in the classroom are available to benefit students without disabilities (DeMatthews & 

Mawhinney, 2014; Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999).  

Build relationships. It is important for principals to build relationships with staff who 

believe in inclusion and as a strategy in the face of resistance. Rice (2006) found that teachers 

indicated they would remain in the building despite the challenges posed by inclusion due to 

their loyalty to the principal. Theoharis (2007) found that relationships were used by all of the 

principals studied as a key strategy to enact social justice. 
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Leverage regulations. Just as regulations are used as a reason to resist inclusive 

measures, so can principals leverage regulations to advance inclusion. DeMatthews & 

Mawhinney (2013) found that administration promoted inclusion by citing that the changes 

federal law mandated proved effective in improving student achievement. Toson et al. (2013, p. 

505) found that some principals “seemed to be caught up in a vision for special education that 

was defined through a legal and compliance orientation” which left them bound to segregation 

through the least restrictive environment. Other principals were able to imagine federal law 

getting out of the way to increase the possibilities for inclusive practices and enacted this as best 

they could in their schools.   

In all, the research suggests seven strategies that principals employ to effectively respond 

to resistance to inclusive practices. Principals engage in professional development such as 

specific strategies for how to work with students with different types of disabilities. Principals 

provide counternarratives illustrating examples of how students with disabilities have been 

successful in the general education setting. Principals provide resources for the implementation 

of inclusive practices to include access to support networks and para educators. Principals 

respond to resistance by developing a shared vision by building consensus around a common 

philosophy of inclusion. Principals employ interest convergence, demonstrating how students 

without disabilities will be benefit from inclusion. Principals build relationships to overcome 

resistance to inclusion by leveraging personal loyalty to withstand temporary challenges. Finally, 

principals leverage regulations to create the conditions for success for inclusive efforts.  

Summary of Literature Review 

 Despite the legal mandate to provide students with disabilities a free public appropriate 

education in the least restrictive environment in 1975, and the flood of research on and practice 



 47 

of inclusion in the 1980’s, I identified just 22 studies on the role of the principal in inclusive 

practices. This remains the case in spite of the growing mandate to educate students in an 

inclusive manner. Of the 22 studies identified, seven conceptually framed the study from a 

critical or social justice lens; and, within those seven studies, resistance emerged as a key finding 

in only four studies (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; DeMatthews, 2015; Theoharis, 2007; 

Theoharis et al., 2016). Theoharis (2007) explored resistance in greater detail than any other 

author, composing a theory of social justice leadership centered around resistance:  

1. the resistance principals enact against historic marginalization of particular students, 

2. the resistance principals face as a result of their social justice agenda, and  

3. the resistance principals develop to sustain their social justice agenda in the face of 

resistance (p. 248). 

While Theoharis (2007) identified resistance principals face as a result of their social justice 

agenda, the article did not go further in examining the types of resistance or the specific 

strategies used to overcome that resistance, particularly as it related to students with disabilities. 

 A deeper reading of all 22 studies provides more evidence for resistance to inclusion as a 

topic, yet even then, only 16 studies provide examples of resistance to inclusion in the text. The 

resistance that is identified spans the range of reasons from a fear of change to a lack of desire 

for more work to a belief that inclusion will harm the opportunities of other students. Even with 

this additional evidence, this review finds a gap in the literature regarding the specific types of 

resistance principals face in implementing inclusion for students with disabilities and the specific 

strategies they use to overcome that resistance. To address this gap in the literature, the following 

research questions guide the proposed study: 

 When implementing inclusion for students with disabilities,  
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1. What resistance do principals face?  

2. What strategies do principals take in response to this resistance? 

Conceptual Framework 

 The conceptual framework (see Figure 1) I relied on to guide the proposed study I 

derived from three sources: critical race theory in education (Capper, 2015), disability studies in 

education (Capper, 2019), and the findings from the literature review conducted for this study. 

Capper (2015) identifies six tenets of critical race theory that have play a role in the 

marginalization of African-American students: counter storytelling and majoritarian narratives 

(counternarratives), interest convergence, permanence of racism, whiteness as property, critique 

of liberalism, and intersectionality. Counternarratives and interest convergence are strategies that 

are used to overcome racism and seek greater inclusion for students of color. The literature 

review I conducted shows that these two strategies are transferrable to efforts to include students 

with disabilities and are used by principals to overcome resistance to inclusion. I explore these 

ideas further in this study. 

  

Figure 1. Framework for overcoming resistance to inclusion. 
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Capper (2019) identifies seven tenets of disability studies in education that play a role in 

understanding how the educational system incorporates students with disabilities: critique of 

special education, importance and critique of inclusion, hegemony of normalcy, denouncement 

of labeling, disability is socially constructed/an ideological system, disability voice, and 

intersectionality. Critique of special education and importance and critique of inclusion are tenets 

that are critical of the existing system and supportive of inclusion efforts.  These concepts are 

foundational to understanding how the current system marginalizes students with disabilities. I 

believe these foundational concepts are essential to embracing inclusion and successfully 

overcoming resistance to inclusion. 

 The literature review I conducted identified eight strategies that principals rely on to 

overcome resistance to inclusion: leverage regulations, develop a shared vision, practice shared 

decision making, build relationships, provide counternarratives, employ interest convergence, 

engage in professional development, and provide resources. Provide counternarratives and 

employ interest convergence overlap with critical race theory leading to a total of ten strategies 

that make up the conceptual framework. These ten strategies are organized into three broader 

areas: identify the problem, provide effective leadership, and support individual needs. In the 

methods section I explain how the conceptual framework will guide the data collection and 

analysis.  

In this chapter, I examined the literature to identify evidence of the resistance principals 

encounter when implementing inclusive practices for students with disabilities and the strategies 

they rely on in response to this resistance. I ended the chapter with a description of the 

conceptual framework that guided this study. In the next chapter, chapter three, I describe the 

research design and methods to address the research questions.  
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Chapter 3: Research Design and Method 

In this chapter, I describe the research methods for this study. I describe the design, 

participants, procedures, and instrumentation. This is followed by an explanation of how I 

analyzed the data and how I addressed trustworthiness and ethical considerations. 

Design 

To address the research questions, I employed a qualitative research design. Richards 

(2015) describes qualitative methods as “ways of studying people and their social worlds by 

going there, observing them closely, in their natural setting, and learning how they understand 

their situations and account for their behavior” (p. 1). Van Maanen (1979) defines qualitative 

research as “an umbrella term covering an array of interpretive techniques which seek to 

describe, decode, translate, and otherwise come to terms with the meaning, not the frequency, of 

certain more or less naturally occurring phenomena in the social world” (p. 520).  

A qualitative approach involves “the collection of data in a natural setting sensitive to the 

people and places under study” (Creswell, 2013, p. 44). This study sought to understand the 

experiences of principals who implement inclusive practices for students with disabilities. 

Surveys and quantitative data are insufficient to understand the lived experiences of individuals. 

To understand the experiences and context of the participants, a qualitative approach was 

appropriate for this study (Creswell, 2013).  

The participants in this study were principals who experienced a similar phenomenon - 

implementation of inclusive practices for students with disabilities. Interviews served as the 

primary data collection source and site observations provided a secondary source of data. 

Participants 
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I relied on purposeful sampling, specifically snowball or reputational sampling, to 

identify participants. (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981; Kalton & Anderson, 1986; Welch, 1975). In 

doing so, I identified 16, public school principals in one Midwestern state who led the 

implementation of inclusion for students with disabilities in their school. I identified participants 

via the recommendation of professors at higher educational institutions who conduct research on 

inclusion of students with disabilities, from consultants who facilitate implementation of 

inclusive practices, from regional special education network directors, and from the principals 

interviewed. Principals included in the study held a reputation for successfully implementing 

inclusive practices for students with disabilities in their school and worked towards greater 

inclusion for at least one school year. Initially, I screened participants with a self-designed 

inclusion screening instrument (Appendix A) to gauge the level of inclusion the principal had 

worked towards or achieved to determine if the principal would be included in the study. I 

provide more details on this instrument in the instrumentation section that follows. 

As I created the list of possible participants, I contacted each principal by e-mail and 

arranged a time to interview. I also asked the principal to recommend other principals they knew 

who successfully implemented inclusive practices for students with disabilities for at least one 

year. Through this process, I identified 21 individuals who had worked towards inclusion of 

students with disabilities. I screened out one individual because they had not worked as a 

principal. Sixteen principals agreed to be interviewed. 

Of the sixteen principals interviewed, half were male and half were female (see Table 1). 

One principal was recently retired. Three principals led schools in urban settings, nine principals 

led schools in suburban settings, and four principals led schools in rural settings. Eleven 

principals led elementary buildings, two principals led high school buildings, one principal led a 



 52 

middle school build, one principal led an elementary/middle school building, and one principal 

led a middle/high school building.  

Table 4 

Characteristics of Participants 
 

Participant Gender Urban/Rural/Suburban Level 
1 Female Suburban Elementary 
2 Female Rural Elementary 
3 Male Urban Elementary 
4 Male Suburban High 
5 Female Rural Elementary 
6 Male Suburban Elementary 
7 Male Suburban Middle 
8 Male Rural Elementary 
9 Female Rural Elementary 
10 Female Suburban Elementary 
11 Female Suburban Elementary 
12 Female Suburban Elementary 
13 Male Suburban High 
14 Male Suburban Middle/High 
15 Female Urban Elementary 
16 Male Urban Elementary/Middle 
 

Data Collection Procedures 

 This section describes the data gathering procedures. First, I describe how I gained access 

to the principals, then I describe the specific process of data collection. 

Entry. For each principal who met the screening criteria, I inquired via email if they 

would be interested in participating in the study and briefly described the time investment 

required. Initially, I screened candidates with the inclusion screening instrument to determine the 

level of inclusion the principal had already worked towards. After three screening interviews, I 

found this instrument to be inadequate to gain the information I sought and unnecessary as the 
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references I received through reputational sampling provided willing candidates who met the 

screening criteria. If the principal agreed to participate, I established the most convenient time to 

conduct the interview and observe in the school. 

Interviews. Merriam and Tisdell (2015) state that “Interviewing is necessary when we 

cannot observe behavior, feelings, or how people interpret the world around. It is also necessary 

to interview when we are interested in past events that are impossible to replicate” (p. 108). This 

qualitative study sought to interpret past events through the experiences of the principals 

involved. Interviews provided the best way to gather the type of data necessary to address the 

research questions.  

Semistructured interviews served as the primary tool employed to elicit the desired data. 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) describe one of the advantages of the semistructured interview in the 

following way: “Less structured formats assume that individual respondents define the world in 

unique ways” (p. 110). The interview followed an interview protocol that included key questions 

related to the research questions (Appendix B). I started the interview with foundational 

questions but kept the process fluid based on the principal’s responses. DeMarrais (2004, via 

Merriam and Tisdell, 2016) captures the essence of the interaction I encouraged noting that the 

research interview is “a process in which a researcher and participant engage in a conversation 

focused on questions related to a research study” (p. 108). Guiding questions provided structure 

but the semistructured nature of the interview format “allows the researcher to respond to the 

situation at hand, to the emerging worldview of the respondent, and to new ideas on the topic” 

(Merriam and Tisdell, 2016, p. 111). The semistructured format of the interview created focus on 

the research questions and allowed for further examination of ideas and experiences encountered 

as the interview unfolded.  
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I conducted 15 of the 16 interviews in person and one interview by phone. I recorded 

interviews using a voice recorder application on a cellular phone. I arranged the in-person 

interviews on ten different days, travelling 2,919 miles to reach the principals’ schools and return 

home (see Table 5). I conducted the interviews when individuals were available. Fourteen of the 

16 interviews took place during the school day when students were present in the building. One 

interview took place on a day when school was not in session. The recently retired principal 

interviewed by phone. Interviews lasted an average of 71 minutes with the shortest interview 

taking 53 minutes and the longest interview lasting 94 minutes. I listened carefully and asked 

follow up questions to encourage expansive answers on the data themes that developed. I 

recorded the interviews and transcribed them for further data analysis. Recordings of the 

interviews totaled 20 hours and five minutes. Immediately after each interview I allowed time to 

take field notes to document initial impressions and ideas.  

Table 5 

Participant Range in Miles from Interviewer’s Home and Length of Interview 

Participant Range from 
home (miles) 

Length of 
interview 

1 30-60 55:56 
2 60-120 52:57 
3 30-60 65:04 
4 180-240 70:02 
5 120-180 84:18 
6 180-240 72:26 
7 180-240 89:11 
8 60-120 67:57 
9 120-180 77:28 
10 180-240 47:09 
11 180-240 72:13 
12 by phone 94:11 
13 120-180 58:12 
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14 60-120 91:47 
15 180-240 74:02 
16 240-300 61:18 

Total 2,919 miles 20:05:00 
 

Observations. I observed in the principal’s school at 10 of the 15 sites I visited. 

Observations furthered an understand of the context of the principals’ work regarding inclusion 

of students with disabilities. Observations can triangulate emerging findings and allow the 

observer to see firsthand the phenomenon to supplement the second-hand accounts that 

interviews generate (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I acted as a nonparticipant observer, as an 

outsider of the group, watching from a distance, uninvolved in the activity of those I observed 

(Cresswell, 2013). I asked for a tour of the school from the principal to initiate the observation 

and observed for an average of 30 minutes while on site. I observed classrooms in the schools 

including regular education classrooms that had students with disabilities present as well as 

special education rooms that included only students with disabilities. I also observed in hallways, 

cafeterias, gymnasiums, and offices. 

Instruments  

An interview protocol guided the semistructured interviews (Appendix B). I started by 

reviewing the purpose of the study and any Internal Review Board considerations. I acquired a 

signed consent form (Appendix C) prior to conducting the interview. The second section of the 

interview focused on building rapport and getting a sense for the individual’s history in 

education and experience in their current position with questions such as, “How have things been 

going this year?” and, “How long have you been in this position?” The third section of the 

interview built context around the implementation of inclusion of students with disabilities. To 

understand why and when the principal chose this direction I asked questions such as, “Why did 
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your school work toward greater inclusion of students with disabilities?” In this section I also 

asked questions about other areas of equity the principal was addressing (e.g. race, language, 

gender) and if there were impacts in these areas as a result of the focus on students with 

disabilities or vice versa. The fourth section focused on resistance to inclusion with the intent to 

identify who resisted inclusion and the strategies principals applied in response. I looked for 

specific strategies that the principals relied on to overcome resistance to inclusion. The fifth 

section revolved around questions related to the individual’s personal experiences to elicit 

personal stories with questions like, “Can you share a story about a specific encounter you had 

with another person who resisted inclusion of students with disabilities?” The last section 

wrapped up the interview asking questions about what advice they would give to another 

principal regarding implementation of inclusive practices for students with disabilities. 

Analysis 

 The constant comparative method guided the data analysis throughout the study 

(Cresswell, 2016; Glaser, 1965; Kolb, 2012; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Using the constant 

comparative method, researchers begin with a particular incident from an interview or other 

source and compare it with another incident in the same set of data or another set which leads to 

tentative categories that are then further compared to each other and other instances (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). Cresswell (2013) defines the constant comparative method as the “process of 

taking information from data collection and comparing it to emerging categories” (p. 86). 

Researchers applying the constant comparative method start analyzing the data from the first 

moment data is gathered. The importance of starting to analyze data immediately is such that 

Merriam (1998) states that if you had waited, “You have undermined your entire project by 

waiting until after all the data are collected before beginning analysis.” Merriam and Tisdell 
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(2016) go further stating that, “Data analysis is one of the few aspects of doing qualitative 

research - perhaps the only one - in which there is a preferred way… to do it simultaneously with 

data collection” (p. 197).  

After each interview, I took 60 minutes to write up detailed field notes. I made 

methodological notes about changes to the interview protocol or changes to equipment. These 

notes included which questions were effective in evoking a response from the principal and 

which were ineffective. I noted changes to questions that added clarity and what additional 

questions were asked that elicited detailed responses from the principal’s interviewed.  

I took analytical notes regarding the interview questions to highlight key information that 

I identified at the time of the interview. Analytical notes were written down in the moment as 

well as identified after the interview as key statements. Along with assessing the interview 

questions, I took notes on major themes that arose regarding the research questions that guided 

the interview questions. I looked for responses that directly addressed the research questions as 

well as key statements that indirectly related to the research questions. Finally, I took notes about 

the initial conceptual framework that guided the study. I identified where concepts and themes 

that emerged from the principals’ responses aligned and diverged with the initial conceptual 

framework. 

I applied the same note-taking approach to observational data. After each site observation 

I made notes for any changes I needed to make in the method of observation. I examined notes 

for themes that arose regarding the level of inclusion of students with disabilities and any 

resistance to inclusion identified. I also examined the observational data with respect to the 

initial conceptual framework.  
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After each interview, I transcribed the audio recording via a web-based service, Rev.com. 

Transcription of each interview took between 24 and 48 hours. I analyzed the transcript of each 

interview within seven to ten days of completing the interview. I analyzed each interview 

transcript on three levels: (a) by research question; (b) by the initial conceptual framework; (c) 

and for the rationale provided for implementing inclusive practices. I also left myself open to 

new findings as the analysis proceeded.  

I coded the data using the computer software NVivo 12. I highlighted sections of the 

transcript where the principals identified resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities that 

they experienced. I highlighted strategies principals relied on to overcome resistance to inclusive 

practices and I highlighted sections that related to the initial conceptual framework and as well as 

any data that seemed of interest. After coding a transcript, I analyzed the highlighted sections for 

themes. I organized and coded the highlighted sections into themes based on similar 

characteristics. I added new themes as they presented themselves and reorganized themes as new 

commonalities emerged.  

Engaging the constant comparative method, I analyzed interviews as they were 

transcribed. I analyzed transcripts between interviews to gain insights that informed the 

interview questions in the following interviews. While none of the interview questions changed, 

I asked more specific questions in later interviews to probe particular forms of resistance to 

inclusive practices or strategies principals employed. After analysis of the first seven interview 

transcripts, no new themes emerged regarding the research questions or related to the initial 

conceptual framework indicating data saturation had been reached.  

After I had completed all the interviews and coded the transcripts for themes, I analyzed 

the coded sections within each theme. I recategorized data to more appropriate themes and 
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excluded data that after further analysis did not address the research questions. I then organized 

the themes into broader categories of resistance and strategies to seek additional meaning. 

Observational data provided context for the interviews and a greater understanding of the 

environment principals operated in but did not provide any meaningful data related to the 

research questions. 

For each principal, I identified and quantified the forms of resistance to inclusive 

practices they experienced. I analyzed these data for patterns and trends that arose within each 

principal’s experience. I analyzed the strategies principals employed to overcome resistance to 

inclusive practices using the same process. I then examined the data for each principal to 

determine if there were patterns or trends in the relationship between the resistance to inclusive 

practices they experienced and the strategies they employed to overcome resistance to inclusion 

of students with disabilities. In some instances, principals described a particular situation where 

they experienced resistance to inclusive practices and related the strategy they relied on to 

overcome that resistance. I analyzed these particular experiences to determine if patterns or 

trends developed. 

Pilot Study 

 I conducted a pilot study of the principal interview protocol in November of 2018. 

Through reputational sampling, I identified a middle school principal working in mid-sized 

Midwestern city. The principal implemented inclusive practices for students with disabilities 

when he arrived at the school nine years prior. The principal willingly aided in the pilot study. 

 I conduced the pilot interview over videoconferencing at a time we both were available. 

The interview took 70 minutes including the inclusion screening instrument and interview 
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protocol. As a result of the pilot interview I made a few changes to the interview protocol which 

I discuss below. 

 I made a few word choice changes in the questions to be more accurate in describing the 

information I sought as well as to reflect more universal language. I changed the phrase 

“cognitive disability” to “intellectual disability” to reflect recent changes in disability categories. 

 I rearranged the Background and Rapport questions to group the personal and 

professional questions together. This allowed for better flow of conversation by keeping the 

ideas moving in a singular direction in the interview. In the same section I changed the question, 

“How did you arrive in education?” to “What positions have you held in education?” to be more 

direct about what information I sought.  

 In the Context Building section, I changed a few questions that asked about when or why 

the school pursued inclusion to be more specific about when the principal started their 

involvement in the implementation of inclusive practices. I also changed a question to make it 

more clear what information I sought and to be more direct about “in what areas could you 

improve.” 

 The remaining sections elicited the desired information and the participant found the 

questions relevant and clear. I added one last question to facilitate the snowball method of 

participant identification: “Are there other principals you know of that are implementing 

inclusion for students with disabilities?” This allowed for further identification of potential 

participants for the study. 

Trustworthiness 

 I conducted this work from the perspective of a practitioner as well as a researcher. As 

such the following quote from Merriam and Tisdell (2016) resonated strongly with me: “The 
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applied nature of most social science inquiry thus makes it imperative that researchers and others 

have confidence in the conduct of the investigation and in the results of any particular study.” I 

employed three methods to ensure trustworthiness: triangulation, member checking, and rich 

thick description.  

 Merriam and Tisdell (2016) write that triangulation is “Probably the best-known strategy 

to shore up the internal validity of a study,” and that it is, “a powerful strategy for increasing the 

credibility or internal validity of your research” (p. 244). Through triangulation I compared the 

results of the interviews with that of other principals. I compared and contrasted the data from 

the interviews with each principal to identify commonalities across the study to provide added 

trustworthiness to the findings. I also triangulated data through a comparison of each principal’s 

interview with the observations of their building. 

Member checks also ensured trustworthiness. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) write that “The 

idea here is that you solicit feedback on your preliminary or emerging findings from some of the 

people that you interviewed” (P. 246). This process helped me understand if I was on the “right 

track” as “participants should be able to recognize their experience in your interpretation or 

suggest some fine-tuning to better capture their perspectives” (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016, p. 

246). Member checks occurred throughout the analysis of the data. During interviews, when 

principals mentioned forms of resistance they experienced or strategies they relied on that other 

principals had mentioned in previous interviews, I would probe that idea with follow up 

questions as a form of member checks for themes that emerged through the constant comparative 

method. Through in person discussions, I conferred with three principals about the initial 

findings. Each of these principals identified with the broader categories of resistance to inclusive 

practices principals encountered even if they did not personally relate some of the particular 
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forms of resistance that other principals faced in their interview. Each of the principals indicated 

that they experienced some of the forms of resistance from the findings even though they did not 

describe that form of resistance in their initial interview. The same held true for the categories of 

strategies principals relied on to overcome the resistance to inclusive practices they encountered.  

Rich think description also ensured trustworthiness. Rich thick description involves, 

“Providing enough description to contextualize the study such that readers will be able to 

determine the extent to which their situations match the research context, and, hence, whether 

findings can be transferred,” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 259). Cresswell (2013) writes that 

“Thick description means that the researcher provides details when describing a case or when 

writing about a theme.” In the findings I provided extensive quotes and ensured the context of 

the principals is described in enough detail to present the nuance and variability of principals’ 

experiences. Each form of resistance to inclusive practices and strategy relied on is included, 

regardless of the frequency of its occurrence to ensure the full scope of the principals’ experience 

is presented. In combination, triangulation, member checks, and rich thick description lead to 

trustworthy findings. 

Ethical Considerations  

I considered a variety of ethical issues throughout the execution of this research. Prior to 

conducting the study, I secured approval from the Institutional Review Board of the University 

of Wisconsin – Madison and gained local permission from the sites I chose. In site selection, I 

chose sites that I did not have a vested interest in to ensure that the participants could be honest 

and so that I could be objective in my analysis (Cresswell, 2013, Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I 

provided the participants with a description of the study, potential risks, and the procedures that 

ensured their confidentiality and anonymity. Principals signed an informed consent form if they 
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participated. To ensure protection from harm, the subjects’ identity was protected through 

pseudonyms in the writing of the research.  

Researcher Positionality 

To approach the study with as little bias as possible, I actively acknowledge my own 

identity and position in education. Research regarding historically marginalized individuals 

requires transparency of researcher positionality (Milner, 2007).  In the context of data analysis 

this process is referred to as epoche (Cresswell, 2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Recognizing 

research positionality allowed me to approach interviews, observations, and data analysis with 

suspended judgement to evaluate the information openly.  

I have worked with students with disabilities over the last eleven years as a teacher, a 

principal, a director of special education and pupil services, and as a superintendent. As a high 

school science teacher, teaching general biology to sophomores, nearly all students were present 

in my classroom, including students with disabilities. For three years I taught in a building that 

had an 80% rate of poverty and also had a high rate of identification of disability. I daily 

experienced the joys and challenges that working with a diverse population brings. As a principal 

I moved the middle and high school instructional model from a pull-out model of education 

where students with disabilities were segregated for English and Math to an inclusive model of 

education where all students received core instruction in the general education setting. These 

experiences led me to my interest in special education. 

As a superintendent and director of special education and pupil services, I have 

committed our school district to equity work. The school district I lead has an average rate of 

disability identification (12%) and a below average incidence of poverty (22%). Despite these 

advantages, our students experience achievement gaps on state and local testing that are stable or 
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growing for students with disabilities and students that are experiencing poverty. In an effort to 

combat this trend, we are engaged in professional development and organizational change to 

ensure inclusion of all students in the general education setting to the greatest extent possible. 

My professional work inspired my interest in this research topic. I am also aware that my 

experiences as a white, male school administrator from a middle-income upbringing impacts 

how I interact with others and how others interact with me. With this in mind, I carefully 

approached interviews, observations, and data analysis to bracket my personal biases and 

preconceptions to let the principals and the data tell the story. In the next chapter, chapter four, I 

describe how the findings are organized and provide structure through graphic depictions and 

tables with summary information.  
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Chapter 4: Preamble - The Structure of the Research Findings 

In chapters five and six that follow, I address the first research question: When 

implementing inclusive practices for students with disabilities, what resistance do principals 

face? In responding to the research question, most principals shared that they experienced 

resistance to inclusive practices from staff and from parents of students with and without 

disabilities. In their responses, rather than how they experienced the resistance (e.g., staff 

refusing to include students) the principals reported why staff and families resisted inclusive 

practices (e.g., perceived harm to students without disabilities). Staff and families expressed this 

resistance primarily verbally to the principal, in explaining why students with disabilities should 

not be included.  Though the principals did not report any cases of teachers steadfastly refusing 

to include students with disabilities, the outcome of the verbal resistance by staff and families 

resulted in particular students not being included or slowing down the inclusion of students with 

disabilities across  the school. Thus, the principals identified many different forms of resistance 

that expressed themselves in a variety of ways. Sometimes principals explicitly identified the 

resistance as to why students with disabilities should not be included and other times principals 

explained less directly the resistance they faced through stories or situations.   

In my presentation of the findings I categorized the broader types of resistance to 

inclusion principals frequently experienced. However, the findings presented are not just a 

frequency count. I make every effort to identify the complexities and nuances that each principal 

experienced in implementing inclusive practices for students with disabilities and the resistance 

they faced into doing so. In the interest of developing themes and a broader narrative, I not only 

find overarching commonalities but also bring to life the individualized experiences of each 

principal. 
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The resistance principals faced can be categorized into two types of resistance: 

ideological resistance and technical resistance. This dichotomy arises out of disabilities studies in 

education (DSE) literature and its implications for change theory. Capper (2019) finds that 

“equity change, such as substantive inclusion, required both ideological and technical change 

(Ferguson & Nusbaum, 2012).” This framework of equity change provided a useful way to frame 

the resistance principals faced and the strategies and practices they relied on to respond to this 

resistance of including students with disabilities. 

First, chapter four addresses the nine different forms of ideological resistance to inclusion 

of students with disabilities that principals faced. Through my data analysis, these eight different 

forms of ideological resistance coalesced into three overarching categories: (a) negative beliefs; 

(b) perceived harm to students with disabilities; and (c) lack of commitment to inclusive 

practices (see Figure 2). In chapter five, I address the eight forms of technical resistance 

principals faced when trying to implement inclusive practices. Through my data analysis, 

technical resistance circled around five categories: (a) lack of skills; (b) preference for the status 

quo; (c) lack of resources; (d) avoidance of additional work; and (e) lack of district support (see 

Figure 2). I also include the number of principals who mentioned each form of resistance as well 

as the number of instances (see Table 6). 
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Figure 2. Graphical representation of the forms of resistance principals faced when 

implementing inclusion for students with disabilities. 

 
Table 6 

Frequency of the Forms of Resistance Principals Faced When Implementing Inclusion for 

Students with Disabilities 

Type of 
Resistance 

Categories 
of 

Resistance 

Total for 
Category 

Forms of Resistance Total 
Instances 

Principals 

Ideological 
Resistance 

Negative 
beliefs 

100 Perceived negative impact 
on students without 
disabilities 

41 13 

Low expectations of 
students with disabilities 

24 11 

Lack of shared ownership 
for students with 
disabilities 

23 13 

Perceived negative impact 
on teachers’ sense of self-

12 7 
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efficacy and peer 
judgement 

Perceived 
harm to 
students 
labeled with 
disabilities 

23 Perceived harm to 
students labeled with 
disabilities 

23 13 

Lack of 
commitment 
to inclusive 
practices 

21 Ignorance 9 4 
Lack of principal 
commitment 

8 4 

Lack of belief in inclusion 4 3 
Technical 
Resistance 

Lack of skill 42 Lack of instructional 
skills 

25 11 

General lack of skills 11 7 
Lack of behavioral 
management skills 

6 3 

Preference 
for the status 
quo 

34 Preference for own 
instructional practices 

15 9 

Not in their job 
description 

11 9 

Control of the classroom 5 4 
Teacher schedule 
preference 

3 3 

Lack of 
resources 

32 Lack of staffing 16 8 
Lack of time to plan 12 6 
Lack of time to meet IEP 
minutes 

6 3 

Avoidance of 
additional 
work 

24 Avoidance of additional 
work 

24 12 

Lack of 
district 
support 

6 Lack of district support 6 3 

 

In chapters six and seven, I address the second research question: When implementing 

inclusion for students with disabilities, what strategies do principals take in response to 

resistance? The strategies principals rely on to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with 

disabilities can also be conceptually framed into two types of strategies: ideological change and 

technical change. Chapter six addresses the 12 different forms of ideological change strategies 
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principals used to overcome resistance to inclusive practices which all coalesced around: (a) 

develop belief in inclusion, and; (b) develop belief in inclusive practices (see Figure 3).  

In chapter seven, I address the technical change strategies principals relied on to 

overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. Five overarching technical change 

strategies emerged that principals relied on to address teacher resistance: (a) provide professional 

development; (b) hold teachers accountable; (c) provide support to teachers; (d) facilitate 

collaboration, and; (e) leverage existing support (see Figure 3). I also include the number of 

principals who mentioned each strategy as well as the number of instances (see Table 7).  
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Figure 3. Graphical representation of the strategies principals relied on to overcome resistance to 

inclusive practices.  

Table 7 

Frequency of the Strategies Principals Relied on When Including Students with Disabilities 

  
Categories of 

Strategies 
Total 

Instances Strategy Used 
Total 

Instances Principals 
Ideological 
change 

Develop 
belief in 
inclusion 

151 Provided 
counternarratives to 
segregation 

49 14 

Developed a shared 
vision 

39 15 

Hired the right teachers 34 11 
Developed a shared 
responsibility to all 
students 

13 7 

Developed teacher 
empathy 

16 8 

Develop 
support for 
inclusive 
practices 

97 Leveraged supportive 
data 

42 13 

Employed interest 
convergence 

22 10 

Referenced research 
supporting inclusive 
practices 

12 6 

Leveraged social capital 
and trust 

8 6 

Believed in teachers 7 4 
Built a critical mass of 
support 

6 3 

Technical 
change 

Provide 
professional 
development 

90 Provided professional 
development to teachers 

86 16 

Educated parents 4 3 
Hold teachers 
accountable 

64 Removed teachers 26 10 
Gave directives 18 7 
Evaluated teachers 14 9 
Expected compliance 6 4 

Provide 
support to 
teachers 

51 Provided support staff 23 8 
Provided administrative 
support 

19 9 
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Developed supportive 
schedules and structures 

9 7 

Facilitate 
collaboration 

50 Collaborated and co-
planned 

28 11 

Engaged in problem 
solving 

17 11 

Leveraged professional 
learning communities 

5 3 

Leverage 
existing 
support 

27 Leveraged district office 
support 

18 12 

Relied on shared 
leadership 

4 3 

Capitalized on student 
empathy 

3 2 

 
 In chapter eight I address an additional set of findings that arose from the data. These 

findings do not directly address the two research questions but are related to them. The reasons 

that principals provide for implementing inclusive practices is important because it relates to the 

strategies that principals rely on to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. 

In answering the questions in the interview, principals described why they implemented inclusion 

for students with disabilities. The reasons principals provided fell into nine categories: (a) moral 

imperative; (b) best for kids;  (c) access to general education; (d) improved academics; (e) 

improved self-identity; (f) role models; (g) legal obligation; (h) better for society, and; (i) 

preparation for life after high school (see Table 8).  

Table 8 

Principals' Reasons for Implementing Inclusive Practices 

Rationale 
Total 

Instances Principals 
Moral imperative 25 10 
Best for kids 22 9 
Access to general education 19 8 
Improved academics 14 7 
Improved self-identity 12 7 
Role models 7 7 
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Legal obligation 5 4 
Better society 4 4 
Preparation for life after high school 2 2 

  

 While I present the findings in each chapter in particular categories and in order of 

frequency of occurrence, I make every effort to explain the nuance and complexity that arise for 

each principal’s experience. In the next chapter, chapter five, I address the ideological resistance 

principals face when implementing inclusion for students with disabilities. 
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Chapter 5: The Ideological Resistance Principals Face When Implementing Inclusive 

Practices for Students with Disabilities 

 In this chapter, I address the ideological resistance principals face when implementing 

inclusive practices for student with disabilities. Through analysis, this type of resistance 

coalesced into three categories of resistance: (a) negative beliefs; (b) perceived harm to students 

with disabilities, and; (c) lack of commitment to inclusive practices (see Figure 4).  

 

Figure 4. The ideological resistance principals face when implementing inclusive practices for 

students with disabilities. 

Negative Beliefs 
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The most common form of ideological resistance principals faced related to negative 

beliefs of staff. These negative beliefs manifested themselves as: (a) staff concerned about the 

negative impact of including students with disabilities on students without disabilities; (b) low 

expectations of students with disabilities, that they would not perform well in an inclusive 

setting; (c) a lack of responsibility for students with disabilities, and; (d) perceived negative 

impact on perception of teachers.  

Perceived negative impact on students without disabilities. Thirteen principals 

mentioned staff and parent concerns about the negative impact of including students with 

disabilities on students without disabilities 41 times making this form of resistance the most 

prevalent. Parents and staff were most resistant to including students with significant behavior 

challenges. Staff resisted inclusion of students with behavioral challenges based on the safety of 

students without disabilities and staff and based on the perceived disruption to the educational 

environment. 

Safety of students and staff. Principal Katie shared how physical acts of a student with a 

behavioral disability led to concern for the safety of students without disabilities and staff 

members, “We love [the student] and their family, but their behaviors were way out of control 

and the teachers needed just like a breather. Just like relentless physical stuff against students, 

staff, bus drivers.” Principal James identified safety as a factor for both teachers and students 

indicating that “if it's a … a safety issue. Then it's the teacher and the safety of the students. And 

sometimes, yeah, you might have to limit for a while because of the safety thing.” This concern 

about the safety of others led some staff to resist inclusive practices. Principal James avoided 

removing students for as long as possible,  but in extreme cases, students were removed to 
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alternative placements for periods of time until their behavior could be managed and the student 

could be reintegrated.  

Principal Kristine expanded on how the concerns of parents of children without 

disabilities strongly influenced the extent to which students with behavioral challenges were 

included. She related that parents will say things like: 

’I've heard that this kid acts out quite a bit, and it could be a student with an IEP, could 

not be, right? I have cases both ways. That kind of rumor mill goes around about a 

student. If their kid happens to get punched or hurt, or whatever, then that's the resistance. 

‘What's going on with that kid kind of thing?’ 

This parent concern leads to increased parent resistance to including students with disabilities in 

the general education setting even if the student who was acting out was a student without a 

disability.  

Principal Craig and Principal Katie identified concerns that parents have when behaviors 

escalate to the point where students have to be removed from the room. Principal Katie heard 

from parents who were, “wondering if a particular student who they hear lots of things about 

every day is best served in the classroom” and were concerned that, “their child is watching the 

classroom be destroyed or the teacher get hit or something like that.” Principal Craig explained 

that, “We would take the approach where if a kid became physically aggressive or disruptive, 

we'd remove the whole classroom. That would then prompt a lot of those calls, like, ‘Why is my 

kid having to leave the class every time?’” These removals concerned parents and were a source 

of resistance to inclusion. 

In addition to parent resistance, teachers were concerned that the disruptive behaviors 

that students with disabilities would be copied by other students in the classroom. Principal 
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Melanie related that a teacher felt that “he's showing all the other kids how to misbehave, and 

they're all going to start mimicking his behavior, and all that kind of stuff.” Principal Emily 

identified teachers who felt similarly indicating that “Sometimes they'll say, ‘Well, what are the 

other kids gonna think? They can hit somebody, or they can throw something,’ and you get a 

little bit of that.” These principals did not feel that this was a true problem with Principal Emily 

succinctly rebutting this resistance by saying, “In my opinion…every kid knows right from 

wrong… they get it…are they really looking at this kid and going, ‘Wow, I wish I could throw 

things around the room.’” Both principals felt teacher concerns about other students mimicking 

misbehavior was not a legitimate problem and that students were able to act appropriately 

regardless of when other students acted out. 

 Disruption of the learning environment. Teachers are also concerned that students with 

behavioral disabilities will disrupt the learning environment for students without disabilities and 

thus resist including students with these challenges. Principal Rebecca identified this as a form of 

resistance that teachers expressed, with teachers saying, “’This is compromising my other 

students’ learning.’” Principal Jacob described the behaviors as “somebody making noises,” 

Principal Kristine described student behaviors as “revving other students up,” Principal Katie 

described the behaviors as seeking attention or distracting others, and Principal Brad described 

the behaviors as getting other students off task. With these distractions and impacts to the 

learning environment, principals related that teachers were concerned about how they would 

meet the needs of the students without disabilities in the classroom and thus caused them to resist 

inclusive practices. Principal Kathryn related that teachers were, “Trying to figure out, ‘If I put 

these specific things in place for this student [with a disability], while I'm working with a lot of 

young kids [without disabilities], I can't give this [student with a disability] over here something 
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and not the rest of them.’” Principal Katie heard the same concern from teachers who were said, 

“it's ‘I have the 24 other kids in here.’ They're looking at it as, ‘I have to serve all these other 

kids [without disabilities]. I can't deal with that [student with a disability].’” Principal James also 

experienced teachers expressing a concern that they did not want students with disabilities in the 

classroom, “because of how many students there are and they're not meeting their [students’ 

without disabilities] needs.”  

Principal Craig identified teacher concerns for instructional time when including students 

with behavior disabilities in this way, “One of the things the teachers freak out about is a student, 

for example, a significant behavior disability is in my class and significantly interrupts 

instruction over time, which happens.” The loss of instruction time in turn affects test scores 

which could negatively impact the students and ultimately the impression that others have of the 

teacher. This is the downstream effect that principals allude to when teachers are resisting 

inclusion of students with behavior disabilities because of an impression that students with 

disabilities are disrupting the classroom environment. 

Most principals attributed students’ challenging behaviors to the student’s perceived 

disability, but Principal Paul was more direct in asking teachers to analyze behavior and ask the 

teacher to self-reflect on what they were doing to cause it, “Okay, well, let's analyze the 

behavior. Why are they doing that behavior? They're disrupting the class because you just 

lectured at them for 25 minutes.” In this example, Principal Paul asked teachers to evaluate their 

role in the disruptive environment. 

Parents are also concerned about a disrupted learning environment which contributed to 

their resistance to including students with behavior challenges. Principal Emily related that a 

parent: 
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didn't want her child last year with a student that has autism in his class again because she 

said that sometimes he would stop the class from doing things because he needed things 

done over, or he didn't like the way they lined up, and they would have to redo it, and he 

had a wonderful teacher, but she felt like her son was being shortchanged. 

Principal Rebecca explained that some parents were against having students with disabilities in 

the general educational environment, “parents are like, ‘Oh, yeah, we want to include everybody, 

as long as it's not impacting my own child.’"  

Even a parent of a child with a behavioral disability expressed concern for the students 

with disabilities in her son’s class. Principal Kristine related the parent’s concerns as, “’I'm 

worried about the other kids and maybe, you know? Is he being too disruptive?’ … Like a 

genuine concern for how is the classroom for others.” Parents resisted inclusion from both a self-

interested perspective and a concern for the other students in the classroom.  

 Low expectations of students with disabilities. The second way principals felt negative 

beliefs resulted in staff resisting inclusive practices (11/16 principals, 24 instances) centered on 

staff believing that students with disabilities were not capable and thus would not be successful 

in the general education classroom. Principals reported many teachers held low expectations of 

students with disabilities and that students with disabilities were better off in segregated spaces. 

Principal Brad explained how deficit thinking affected teachers’ impressions of what 

students with disabilities were capable of:  

I would also say there was more, I guess you could call it deficit mindset ideology. ‘They 

can't do, they're not ready, they can't do it, they can't do this, they can't do that. He can't 

be in here for a full lesson, he can't be in here during large group instruction, he just can't 

handle it, he doesn't have the skills.’ 
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Principal Josh explained this thinking as well, “one of the biggest rubs that came was just …that 

the deficit ideology they had towards kids who just did not want, who were not perfect, and 

brought unique needs and challenges into the classroom.” As such, teachers preconceived ideas 

about students with disabilities led them to have lowered expectations and a desire to have them 

removed from inclusive environments. Principal Paul identified this succinctly identifying a 

teacher who said, "Well, of course they're doing worse, they’re a student with a disability." 

 Some principals explained how segregated environments for students with disabilities 

were designed in part because of the lower expectations of staff. Principal Brian noted this at the 

high school level in how classes were designed: 

The classes were designed with the idea that that population of students, whatever that 

population was would benefit from doing fewer things at a slower pace and we'll boil it 

down to its bare minimum. … If we just look at it from an academic standpoint, take 

away the values side of it. Just the academic part of it. How were we ever gonna see them 

grow to high level when the class was designed for kids to reach low expectations. It was 

built that way. 

Principal Kathryn echoed Principal Brian relating that, “ultimately by pulling students out, many 

times, we don't have the same results because we don't put the same expectations and beliefs 

there. We end up expecting less.” These principals found that when students with disabilities 

received alternate instruction in a segregated environment, that environment was intentionally 

designed around lower expectations of students with disabilities. 

Not only did principals encounter low expectations in segregated settings, many 

principals also encountered low expectations in the general education environment from teachers 

who believed students could not keep up with the general classroom instruction or were too far 
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behind to begin with to benefit from general classroom instruction. Principal Paul related that a 

teacher felt, “it was ‘These students can't learn, they need to be in a different room.’ And she 

didn't really agree with the idea of eliminating pullout classes for math especially.” Principal 

Rebecca had a similar experience with a teacher, “she was like, "But he can't do that." I know he 

can't do that.” Not only did general education teachers believe that students with disabilities 

could not succeed in the general education classroom, principals reported that many special 

education teachers resisted inclusive practices for the same reason.  Principal Emily related how 

general and special education teaches held lower expectations of students with disabilities which 

contributed to their resistance to inclusion: 

She [the special education teacher] feels like they're too far behind. She needs to do the 

phonics and all that and really hit that stuff hard versus being included in the classroom. I 

would say some of our … classroom teachers feel that way, too, like, ‘They can't keep up 

in here, and they really just need to go to slower pace and be doing different things.’ 

Principal Josh also encountered this same resistance with a special education teacher who did not 

“think they can handle it in the [general education] classroom.” 

 Both special and general education teachers resisted inclusion of students with disabilities 

in the general education classroom because of their low expectations as a result of deficit 

thinking and from a concern that students with disabilities could not “keep up” or “handle it.”  

 Lack of shared ownership for students with disabilities. The third way principals 

(13/16, 23 instances) felt negative beliefs led to general education teachers’ resistance to 

inclusive practices was because of the teachers’ belief that students with disabilities were not 

their responsibility. Principal Angela related how general education teachers expressed this form 

of resistance as, “those are the special ed kids and that's the special ed teacher's responsibility or 
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the para's responsibility.”  Principal Melanie encountered the same thing. Teaches felt “It was 

somebody else's kid. So, the first two years was super challenging there because they didn't want 

to take ownership for those students with special needs.” Principal Craig identified a lack of 

shared ownership from a teacher as:  

‘I'm okay with it so long as there's an assistant or a teacher to go along with the kids.’ … 

That was probably more of the struggle of ownership. … I think we probably struggled 

with that as much as anything else was the idea that if a student with an IEP is in your 

classroom, they're there for the seven hours of the day. It's not just they're there when the 

SPED teacher or the assistant shows up and you ignore them the rest of the day. It's that 

shared ownership.  

Principal Josh expressed the lack of shared ownership simply as, “I would say this, the regular ed 

teachers that I had here my first year didn't want to teach them all.” Principal Jacob also 

succinctly put it as, “I think it's a belief that we have special education teachers and the special 

education teachers and the ones who are responsible for the students with special needs.” 

 Some of the resistance manifested in the language teachers used. Principal James noted 

that, “a lot of times our classroom teachers would say, ‘your student,’ to the special ed teacher 

and so it took us a few years to change that to ‘our student.’” In other cases, the resistance was 

born out of frustration and a desire for the special education to “figure it out” with the student 

with a disability until they were capable of returning to the general education classroom. 

Principal Rebecca identified this disposition that general education teachers had as: 

’Those are your kids,’ or when a behavior would spike up, like call blank [the special 

education teacher] to come and respond to it. So just a general disposition that a student 

with special education needs wasn't part of that environment. 
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Principal Katie found the same thing, with a teacher saying that, “I don't have time for just that 

one to figure this out. You guys figure it out and then he or she can come back.” 

Perceived negative impact on teachers’ self-efficacy and peer judgement. The fourth 

negative belief principals identified that led to resistance to inclusive practices involved special 

and general education perceiving a negative impact on their self-efficacy and a negative impact 

on peer judgment as a result of inclusion of students with disabilities (7/12 principals, 12 

instances). Principal Jacob related that general education teachers believed that inclusive 

practices would lead to negative perceptions of their teaching ability, saying, “I think it's because 

some of them [general education teachers] think that some students with disabilities may 

adversely affect their results or their growth or their achievement.” Principal James found the 

same concern, indicating that general education teachers felt, “the data's always a concern, 

potentially how that was going to reflect [on teachers] because … tests were coming up and all 

that, and what's that going to look like.” Principal Craig indicated that some general teachers felt 

that including students with disabilities would, “negatively affect my overall MAPS scores, 

which will then get me in trouble with my boss.” Principal Angela also encountered general 

education teachers who resisted inclusive practices because they felt that they would be held 

accountable for poor academic achievement of students with disabilities. Teachers asked, 

“Should we be including our students with IEPs or not? … why don't I not include those kids.” 

These teachers felt that, "if I can only focus on these four [students without disabilities] and you 

can focus on those two [students with disabilities], I can feel more effective". Principal Angela 

felt that general education teachers were worried about the teacher evaluation process indicating, 

“I do think there is some worry about meeting the SLO [classroom goal], meeting the goal.” 
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 This belief that inclusion of students with disabilities would lead to negative perceptions 

of teachers extended to special education teachers also. Principal Katie found that special 

education teachers take their role seriously and “they want the classroom teacher to think they're 

doing their job.” Principal Paul related a similar experience with special education teachers 

indicating, “they personally feel responsible when the student [with a disability] doesn't succeed 

with a regular education teacher,” and worried that they would be looked on negatively if 

students with disabilities were not successful in a general education setting. 

The first ideological resistance category discussed above centered on negative beliefs. 

Principals identified three ways resistance to inclusive practices through negative beliefs 

manifested: (a) perceived harm to students without disabilities; (b) low expectations of students 

with disabilities; (c) lack of ownership for students with disabilities, and; (d) perceived negative 

impact on perception of teachers. Next, I will discuss the second category of ideological 

resistance: perceived harm to students with disabilities. 

Perceived harm to students with disabilities.  

The most common form of resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities centered 

on negative beliefs. A second form of ideological resistance to inclusive practices principals 

experienced stemmed from district offices, teachers, and parents who believed that inclusive 

practices would harm students with disabilities (13/16 principals, 22 instances). 

 The district office. Principal Melanie identified the district office as a source of resistance 

to inclusive practices. She related a common situation in her district when students with 

disabilities were moved from other schools in the district to her school - in opposition to 

inclusive practices defined in part, that student with disabilities can attend their home school or 

the school they would attend without a label.  Principal Melanie’s district segregated students 
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with disabilities into Melanie’s school, “for the best interest of the kid.” The district office 

justified this action with the excuse that the student with a disability would be targeted by other 

students in their neighborhood school for their disability, or the student with a disability would 

not receive the services they needed. The district office believed it was best for the student with a 

disability to be placed in a different school where there were other students like them or where 

would have more services available to them. Thus, the district office resisted including this 

student with a disability because they believed it would be harmful to the student to stay in their 

neighborhood school. 

 Teachers. Principals reported that some teachers resisted inclusion due to perceived harm 

to students with disabilities as well. The teachers identified by principals in these cases are well-

intentioned and often have legitimate concerns for the safety and health of students with 

disabilities.  Principal Katie identified a student with medical issues who teachers were 

concerned for. The teacher’s resistance to inclusion was, “what if he has a seizure if I step 

away.” Principal Katie identified safety as well indicating that, “The other one is safety, like he 

might run out the door.”  

 In addition to safety fears, principals reported that some teachers resisted inclusive 

practices for some students with disabilities because they believed some students with disabilities 

would be less comfortable in an inclusive setting. Principal Angela identified a situation where a 

student with disabilities is not being included because, “the high stimulation environment of the 

classroom is a lot for her right now. So, most of the time she works in a pretty low stimulation  

[segregated] room with low lighting.” Principal Brian also found that teachers used student 

comfort to resist inclusion. At a big high school, some teachers had, “a belief that some kids … 

need some small group time, some near one-on-one time, some downtime, some quiet processing 
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time to be able to manage the rest of their day.” These teachers sought segregated settings rather 

than focusing on how to make the general education setting more comfortable for all students. 

 Principals shared that some teachers believed that students with disabilities would be 

harmed in the general education classroom because they would not be able to keep up. Principal 

Emily explained, “They're coming in, we're doing all these things, they still don't know all their 

letters in first grade, and we're flying with the reading, and I can't give them what they need back 

there in that [general education setting].” Principal Charlene also experienced this form of 

resistance to inclusion. She had reading interventionists that, “are concerned about the students' 

growth … They feel like if they are trying to deliver that in the [general education] classroom, it 

wouldn't work. … The growth wouldn't.” Principal Josh identified that some teachers resisted 

inclusive practices because they, “do not feel that there is enough support for them is what they 

would say. They want more adults.” He heard complaints from special education teachers as 

well, indicating that, “they were fearful that [the students with disabilities] weren't going to 

learn.” Principal Josh encountered another special education teacher resisting inclusion who, 

“threw a fit and said we don't understand her kids.” She was fearful that her students with 

disabilities would be harmed in the general education environment. 

 Parents of students with disabilities. Principals also identified resistance to inclusion 

from parents who feared their student with a disability would be harmed in an inclusive 

environment. In some cases, the parents believed that their child with a disability would be 

happier in a segregated environment. Other parents believed that their child’s academic needs as 

a student with a disability could not be met in an inclusive setting. Principal Charlene 

encountered a parent of a child with disabilities who was resistant to inclusion who said, “I don’t 

care about academics. I just want him to be happy.” Principal Josh reported that a couple of 
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parents went to the district office to preserve what he characterized as a “charitable, feel-good, 

segregated program,” because the parents were fearful they would lose the segregated program 

their children had become accustomed to. 

 Other parents resisted inclusive practices because they thought their child with a 

disability would be harmed by not receiving an appropriate education in the general education 

setting. Principal Paul found that some parents were concerned that their child with a disability 

would not learn functional life skills in a general education environment. He indicated that 

several times parents of students identified as having an intellectual disability have asked, "Well, 

why would they need this history class? They need to know how to do these jobs skills so they're 

ready to do folding, or counting coins, or whatever when they graduate high school." Principal 

James had a parent who “felt that their student needed that redirection, that special attention, and 

that was kind of really their focus in regards to the student” so that they could be successful in 

school. They were fearful that without segregation, their student with a disability would be 

harmed by not receiving proper staff support.  

Principal Craig also identified parents who were fearful of inclusion in the general 

education setting for their child with a disability asking questions such as, “What's it going to be 

like? How are all those services going to look in the [general education] classroom? Will they be 

accepted by their peers?” Principal Josh did not even consider it resistance but felt that for 

teachers, “It’s not knowing, it’s them being scared.” 

In contrast and in support of inclusive practices, one principal found that the parents were 

fearful their child with a disability would be harmed if they were placed in a segregated setting 

with other students with disabilities. Principal Kathryn described a parent who did not want their 

child pulled out of general education because, “their vision is that these troubled students will be 
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over here [in the segregated classroom].” In this instance, parents of a child with a disability 

resisted the segregated environment as opposed to inclusion. 

In this section I related the findings for the second category of ideological resistance: 

perceived harm to students with disabilities. In the next section, I will relate the findings for the 

last category of ideological resistance, lack of commitment to inclusive practices.  

Lack of Commitment to Inclusive Practices 

 The first two categories of ideological resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities 

reflected negative beliefs and perceived harm to students with disabilities. Principals identified a 

third aspect of ideological resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities as a lack of 

commitment to inclusive practices which expressed itself as: (a) ignorance; (b) lack of principal 

commitment, and; (c) lack of belief in inclusion.  

 Ignorance. Principals felt that teachers and other administrators resisted inclusion of 

students with disabilities because they were ignorant of benefits of including students with 

disabilities in the general education setting (4/16 principals, 9 instances). Principal Josh took a 

generous view of teachers who resisted inclusive practices out of ignorance, relating that: 

I wouldn't even term this resistance, but the resistance at the start is teachers not knowing, 

and I don't think it's fair to call it resistance or to make them bad people or to say that 

they are not good educators. Okay? …I don't want to call it resistance. It's not knowing. 

He went on to say that, “well, she [the special education teacher] was segregating kids but she 

didn't know anything different.” Principal Josh believed when he initially implemented inclusive 

practices for students with disabilities that, “the biggest [resistance] was just I don't think they 

[the general and special education teachers] knew any better.” Principal Katie also felt that 
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teachers resisted including students with disabilities out of ignorance indicating that teachers, 

“didn't really know either.” 

 Principal Craig and Principal Melanie expressed that inclusive practices had not 

expanded further in their school districts because their fellow principals were ignorant to 

inclusive practices and at the same time, not interested in learning about inclusive practices for 

students with disabilities. Principal Melanie felt another principal resisted inclusion of students 

with disabilities out of a lack of understanding, stating that, “He's not big on inclusion. I don't 

know if he understands it or not. I don't think he really cares.” Principal Melanie believed that 

principals that had worked at the elementary level had more exposure to inclusive practices and 

as a result,  some of her colleagues who had only worked at the high school level were ignorant 

of the benefits or practices of including students with disabilities. She related this by saying, 

“Most of my colleagues, I want to say all, no 10 of 12, colleagues were high school teachers, one 

was an elementary teacher. They didn't get it, and I don't know that they really wanted to get it.” 

Principal Craig also expressed this relationship to principals’ background experiences and 

resistance to inclusive practices out of ignorance. He explained how: 

I taught students with special needs for nine years before I was a principal. That was my 

experience, so [inclusion] made sense. It was like, ‘Yeah, why wouldn't you do this?’ If 

you were a kindergarten teacher before you became a principal in a building that has 

different demographics, [maybe you wouldn’t see a need for inclusion]. 

 Lack of principal commitment. The second from of a lack of commitment to inclusive 

practices expressed itself in principals themselves who lacked the commitment. Four principals 

identified nine instances of when other principals, or they themselves, resisted inclusive practices 

because they were not fully committed to inclusion of students with disabilities. A few principals 
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identified principals at other buildings in their school district who were not fully committed to 

inclusive practices which prevented the inclusion of students with disabilities. Principal Craig 

related that, “there was some schools where [inclusion of students with disabilities] wasn't so 

fully embraced from the top down and therefore it wasn't fully implemented as maybe best 

practice would say.” Principal Melanie also identified principals who were resistant to inclusion 

of students with disabilities because of their lack of commitment stating, “They wanted 

somebody else to figure it out.” She also explained how a principal at another school in the 

district resisted inclusion because of a lack of belief stating that, “I don't think he thinks 

[inclusion of students with disabilities is] the best thing.” 

 Principal Emily reflected on her own resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities 

because she was not committed to changing or removing a teacher who was avoiding including 

students with disabilities. She related that, “ It's really gotten to the point that we've just kind of 

given up. I hate to say that, but we have.” She also admitted how prioritizing interpersonal 

relationships over inclusion of students with disabilities led to her lack of commitment stating 

that: 

It's politics with it. I think if I put her on an action [plan] ... Because she does work hard, 

and I think I would have some people really, really unhappy with me, two other people, 

and mostly the older teachers that have been here a long time being like, ‘What are you 

doing?’ Because it's not like people think she's a poor teacher. 

Principal Josh had a similar experience with a teacher who was not implementing inclusive 

practices and discussed his own lack of commitment, saying, “I'm picking my battles because … 

we're working so hard on racial equity, and it's just, [dealing with a noncompliant teacher] gets 

left behind, and that's what got left behind.” 
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Principal Josh critically self-reflected his understanding of his own lack of commitment 

as a part of the resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. He said that:  

I think my challenge right now is time. I'm going to make an excuse, I don't have the time 

to take it on. …I'm tired of dealing with teachers who cry every time I have this 

conversation with them. I'm tired of it, and she comes in, she'll cry and throw a fit, and 

then I'm just tired of it because they make it about them [selves]. That's part of the, I don't 

want to use the word ... It's part of the fatigue of this is you get tired of that garbage, and 

it's not about the teacher. So, I think that's part of the [resistance]. 

Principal Katie also self-reflected and shared how her preference for less difficult activities 

perhaps explained why inclusion of students with disabilities took longer initially, indicating that 

she “maybe took too long with the why because that's more fun, to go out to conferences and 

hear whereas the longest time should have been helping with the skill deficits.” Principal Craig 

expressed that his own lack of belief that inclusion was best for all students led to his own 

resistance to inclusive practices, stating that: 

I look at it as we're going to give every student 100% effort, but this may not be for 100% 

of all students, right? I think when you embrace the fully inclusive philosophy, I think 

you still have to leave yourself open to that it may not be the best thing. Even though we 

wanted it to be the best thing for everybody, it may not be. 

Principal Craig worked hard at implementing inclusive practices for all students but still held 

onto a belief that segregated settings were acceptable for some students. 

 Teacher lack of belief in inclusion. Principals identified a third form of a lack of 

commitment to inclusive practices as some staff members didn’t believe that inclusion of 

students with disabilities was the right thing to do and thereby resisted inclusive practices (2/16, 
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3 instances). Principal Paul encountered teachers who resisted inclusion of students with 

disabilities because they did not believe inclusive practices were best, relating that, “they didn’t 

see the call to action, the didn’t see it [segregation of students with disabilities] as a problem.” 

Principal Kathryn felt that if the teacher did not believe inclusive practices could help students 

with disabilities remain in the general education classroom, “then I'm not necessarily going to 

follow through with [inclusive practices] happening.” 

 This chapter addressed the ideological resistance principals face when implementing 

inclusive practices for students with disabilities. The next chapter, chapter six, will address the 

technical resistance principals face when implementing inclusive practices for students with 

disabilities. 
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Chapter 6: The Technical Resistance Principals Face When Implementing Inclusive 

Practices for Students with Disabilities 

 In chapter five, I addressed the ideological resistance principals face when implementing 

inclusive practices. In this chapter I address the five aspects of technical resistance principals 

faced when implementing inclusive practices for students with disabilities: (a) lack of skills; (b) 

preference for the status quo structure; (c) lack of resources; (d) avoidance of additional work, 

and; (e) lack of district support (see Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5. The technical resistance principals face when implementing inclusive practices for 

students with disabilities. 

Lack of Skills 
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 Principals found that teachers resisted inclusion of students with disabilities in the general 

education setting out of a lack of skills needed for inclusive practices. This technical resistance 

of lack of skills organized into: (a) general lack of skills; (b) of instructional skills, and; (c) lack 

of behavioral management skills. 

 General lack of skills. Principals reported that teachers resisted inclusion of students 

with disabilities in the general education setting because of a general lack of skills to implement 

inclusive practices for students with disabilities (7/16 principals, 11 instances). Principal 

Rebecca clearly identified teachers’ resistance to inclusion as: 

I think those resisters, again, they're not resisting the belief [of including students with 

disabilities]. They resist the how we're going to get it done. Typically, when there's 

resistance, it's because they don't know what to do next. That's where it comes from. 

Principal Brad also encountered teachers who resisted inclusion of students with disabilities who 

said, “I don't know what it [inclusion practices] looks like, I don't know how they do it, I need 

more clarity, I need more direction, I need more guidance.” Principal Brian experienced teachers 

resisting inclusive practices asking questions about inclusion of students with disabilities as well, 

saying: 

Like, ‘How do we make this [inclusive practices] work?’ And it's like, ‘How do you do 

this? I can't do this,’ like that. And then sometimes it's like, ‘Genuinely, I want to make 

this work, how do I make this work?’ 

Principal Craig related how once teachers supported inclusion of students with disabilities, they 

resisted inclusive practices because they did not understand how inclusion of students with 

disabilities could be done. He related that, “I think we got to the why pretty quickly, but I think 

where we're still kind of struggling is the what. The how. How do you practically implement it 
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[inclusive practices]?” He went on to say that he felt that teachers’ resistance to inclusive 

practices did not arise, “because people were against it [inclusive practices]. It’s just we didn’t 

have the structures and understanding of it.”  

 Principal Charlene felt that teachers’ resistance to teaching students with disabilities in a 

general education setting was because, they were, “Maybe not used to doing it [inclusive 

practices].” Principal Rebecca saw that some staff did not have the skills to address the needs of 

students with disabilities in inclusive classrooms and she thought that, “sometimes you have staff 

that don't know how to address whatever it is that the need [of a student with a disability] is.”  

 Lack of instructional skills. A second form of a lack of skills principals reported related 

to a lack of instructional skills to implement inclusive practices for students with disabilities 

(11/16 principals, 25 instances). Principal Craig identified that teachers resisted inclusion of 

students with disabilities because they were, “maybe not feeling fully trained up on them 

[students with disabilities] or knowing the best strategies to interact.” Principal Paul felt the 

teachers resisted inclusive practices in the same way, that for, “Some [teachers], it's the, you 

don't understand the end game. You don't feel you're prepared for this.” Principal Brad identified 

a situation where a teacher resisted including students with disabilities because they felt, “I 

haven't had any formal training in that [inclusive practices] so I'm not even sure where to begin 

on how to tackle that [including students with disabilities].” Principal Katie also felt teachers 

resisted inclusive practices because of a lack of instructional skills and took responsibility for 

their training, reflecting that: 

I would say that I maybe didn't realize how much knowledge and skill was lacking 

because the belief was pretty much there. I didn't struggle very much with anybody who 
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wasn't a believer, but the knowledge and skill gap is maybe greater than I realized at the 

time. 

Some principals found that teachers resisted inclusive practices by asking more specific 

questions related to instruction. Principal Rebecca identified teachers who resisted inclusion of 

students with disabilities because they believed that they did not know how to teach in an 

inclusive environment to students with disabilities. She related how: 

the teachers look at it, like ‘I'm a fourth grade teacher. I've never taught kindergarten. 

How am I supposed to know what to give this child [with a disability] for work during 

application time? Or how am I supposed to,’ right? …’How am I supposed to do that 

[inclusive practices] at a kindergarten level? There's no other kids in here at a 

kindergarten level.’ 

Principal James encountered similar resistance to inclusion from teachers who believed that they 

could not meet the needs of students with and without disabilities in a general education 

classroom: 

I think, in their eyes, they're like I have all these students, how do you expect me to 

support this student [with a disability] and what their needs are?... ‘How do I meet this 

student's needs? How do you expect me to work with 18 other students who are all at 

different levels and then I have this one student [with a disability] who is really low?’ 

Principal Angela identified their current math instructional program as an area of instruction that 

made it more difficult for teachers to include students with disabilities. She explained that: 

Especially in our older grades, where we're not using a math workshop model, I think 

when we are it will be a lot easier to integrate [students with disabilities]. Cause I think it 

is easier for a kid to be a part of what's happening in reading or writing, just by nature of 
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the fact that kids are always moving and small groups are always happening. But, in 

math, we still have quite a bit of work that kids are doing just independently. 

A few principals used the phrases “skill set,” “tools,” and “tool kit” to describe how 

teachers’ resistance to including students with disabilities manifested as a lack of instructional 

skills. Reflecting on a teacher who resisted inclusive practices, Principal Kristine asked, “Did she 

have the skillset? No.” Principal Rebecca explained teachers’ resistance to inclusion using the 

same language, relating that, “I find the resistance being again in the lack of time for preparation 

and skillset to teach [students with disabilities].” Principal Angela expanded on teachers’ lack of 

skills as resistance to inclusion further indicating that, “they didn't have the skills to create a 

high-quality instructional environment. … and what do you have if you don't have that? … So, 

the professional development, their skill set was just not there.” 

Principal Kristine felt that teachers were resistant to inclusive practices in this way, 

“that's where the resistance comes is just in the fact of if we haven't given our teachers the tools 

and support that they need.” She expanded on resistance to inclusion out of a lack of skills by 

saying, “the teacher doesn't have quite enough tools in the toolkit, and it's beyond their comfort 

zone. I can't quite do that.” Principal Rebecca also used similar language to indicate resistance to 

inclusion, adding that, “We always say your toolkit isn't deep enough, you got to add more 

drawers.”  

In the previous data, principals identified general education teachers who lacked 

instructional skills to teach students with disabilities. A few principals also specifically identified 

special education teachers’ lack of instructional skills as the cause of resistance to inclusive 

practices. Principal Katie felt that some special education teachers resisted inclusion, “Because 

our special ed teachers lacked that skillset.” Principal Katie discussed how: 
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we have this situation where we have a special ed case manager who doesn't have the 

skill needed to deal with that stuff [inclusive practices], right. … What we're struggling 

with right now is you have a staff member who needs additional skill. How do you 

prioritize it? Can she get that additional skill by tomorrow? 

Principal Melanie also identified resistance to inclusive practices because special education 

teachers lacked skills, saying: 

the problem is, nobody was training. Nobody really knew what that [inclusive practices] 

looked like, so the special ed teachers weren't that great at that time either, so they didn't 

know what to do other than sit in the room. 

Principal Craig also found resistance to inclusion as a result of a special education teacher’s lack 

of skills, indicating, “the real problem is that she can't do it [inclusive practices]. She can't walk 

into a regular ed classroom… and support workshop. She cannot go in and support math.” 

Principals identified resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities from both general and 

special education teachers because of a lack of instructional skills. 

 Lack of behavioral management skills. Principals also identified a third form of a lack 

of skills. Principals found that general education teachers resisted inclusive practices because 

they did not have the skills to manage the behaviors of students with disabilities (3/16 principals, 

six instances). Principal Kristine felt that general education teachers resisted inclusion because it 

was: 

about the teacher there and their comfort, yeah, their comfort level in managing it 

[students with disabilities behavior], in managing someone who's blurting out all the 

time, or someone who might throw a chair, or someone who could yell at them, or 

something like that. 
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Principal Kristine believed that general education teachers resisted inclusion of students with 

behavioral disabilities because removal of these students was: 

the thing that you could eliminate to make the rest of your day a little bit better. … it's 

like that one thing could just release that stress of whatever. ‘If I just have one less thing 

to manage and figure out, [my day will be better]’”  

Principal Brad found that some teachers were not comfortable including a student with a 

behavioral disability in the general education setting who might jeopardize the safety of others 

indicating that, “We had some teachers who physically did not feel safe. That's a really tricky 

one to address because teachers did get hit and kicked and bit and chairs thrown across the 

room.”  

Principal Paul identified staff who experienced difficulty with students with disabilities 

that were disruptive, relating that, “the first time they experience it [disruption from a student 

with a disability], they go, ‘Whoa, wait. This is disrupting the learning of everyone. I don't know 

what to do for this.’” Principal Brad also found that teachers sometimes supported the idea of 

inclusion of students with disabilities but did not know how to implement inclusive practices, 

saying, “‘it [inclusive practices] sounds great, great idea, great goal, got no idea how to actually 

make it happen.’ Especially for our students that present the most challenging needs, autism, 

intellectual disabilities, and emotional behavior disabilities.”  

Principals reported that teachers resisted inclusion of students with disabilities out of a 

lack of general skills, instructional skills, and behavioral management skills. Next, I address the 

resistance principals face to inclusive practices from teachers out of a preference for the status 

quo. 

Preference for the Status Quo Structure 
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 As a second category of technical resistance, principals reported that teachers resisted 

including students with disabilities in the general education classroom because of a preference 

for the status quo structure. When this form of technical resistance occurred, teachers did not 

necessarily reject the idea of including students with disabilities. Teachers who resisted inclusion 

of students with disabilities out of a preference for the status quo structure preferred the structure 

of how and when they taught before inclusive practices were implemented. A preference for the 

status quo structure took four different forms: (a) preference for their own instructional practices; 

(b) claiming inclusion is not in their job description; (c) wanting control of the classroom, and; 

(e) teacher schedule preferences. 

Preference for their own instructional practices. Principals believed that teachers 

resisted inclusive practices out of a preference for the status quo structures because teachers did 

not want to change how they taught students, they preferred their own instructional practices 

(9/16 principals, 15 instances). Principal Paul identified this directly saying, “They didn't want to 

change their practices.” Principal Kristine also found teachers resisting inclusive practices 

because of a preference for preexisting teaching techniques. She related that a reading teacher 

was: 

comfortable working with one on one, and one on two, and not comfortable working with 

one on 20 that co-teaching requires. I think that the office was a safe space for her to just 

do her thing with a couple of students, and that was her comfort zone. 

Principal Katie identified a similar resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities, explaining 

that some general education teachers: 

still like all or most kids to be doing the same thing. Like, we want it tidy and neat like 

that. … We're working on things in ways that are best for them that don't look like 
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everybody else. We still have teachers who are most comfortable with the cookie-cutter 

approach. 

Principal Brian felt that teachers resisted inclusive practices because they had an attitude 

of, “We’ve always done it [instruction] this way.” Principal Charlene believed teachers resisted 

inclusion of students with disabilities because, “It’s a change from how they’ve done it 

[instruction] in the past.” Principal Paul encountered the same resistance to inclusive practices, 

stating, “there is a proportion of teachers who believe this is the way I've always done it 

[instruction], this is the way it needs to be, and that's that resistance that we have.” 

 Principal Emily encountered a special education teacher that resisted inclusive practices 

because the teacher wanted to teach as they had previously, “I think, again, the special ed 

teacher, the one that has more of the younger kids, just really wants nothing to do with it 

[inclusive practices]. She wants to teach the way she's taught.” In addition, Principal Emily 

identified a general education teacher who did not want to change to inclusive instructional 

practices, “She's a good teacher and she knows her stuff, but yeah, she's not willing to change.” 

Principal Craig also believed that teachers were resistant to inclusion because they wanted to 

avoid changing instructional practices, indicating that: 

Honestly though, I think what it really goes back to more than anything is change, right? 

Not even the change itself, but the concept of change. Here's something that's very 

different. It's probably okay, but it's the idea that I have to just do something other than 

what I'm doing. 

Principal Craig also had teachers say, “’Why are we doing this? We used to do it [instruction] 

this way. We used to have self-contained rooms back in the day,’ and all that. So, they were not 

happy.” 
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 Principal Josh encountered a special education teacher who resisted inclusion of students 

with disabilities in the regular education classroom because the teacher had been hired for the 

purpose of instructing in a segregated classroom: 

she came in to save the day and save the money of the district because she was able to 

teach these kids… The problem is … The mission changed. The teacher didn't change… 

So, there was this, I'm not sure what to call it, cognitive dissonance they had about what 

to do because they were very unsure how to work through this. 

Principal Rebecca also related how special and regular education teachers had grown used to 

instructional practices that arose because of the use of segregated settings: 

I have teachers who've been teaching for 35 years and they're used to, it was perfectly 

acceptable and nobody said anything to have the EBD room or to have a self-contained 

classroom or to talk about those kids [with disabilities]. … So, I think that there was this 

natural segregation that people were generally accepting of. So, I think to change that, I 

think that was a big root cause [of resistance to inclusion]. We have teachers who have 

been here for, like I said, several years, so a change in [instructional] practice was 

something that, like why would we do that?  

Principal Rebecca’s encounter demonstrated that teachers preferred their own instructional 

practices as opposed to those that involved including students with disabilities. 

 Claiming inclusion is not in their job description. As a second form of a preference for 

the status quo structure, principals found general education teachers resisted inclusive practices 

because they felt that inclusion was not in their job description (9/16 principals, 11 instances). 

Principal Josh captured this sentiment from general education teachers who resisted including 
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students with disabilities, saying that, “It's not what you [general education teacher] signed up 

for.” Principal Jacob expanded on this notion stating: 

if you look at the structure of school, the structure of school really has not changed for 

umpteen years, right? It's just like basically been the same. I think that sometimes that 

people have this idea. Some people still do have this idea that if certain students had a 

separate school or if certain students had a separate wing that we would all be much 

better off. … So, I think that sometimes people have this idea of a way that school has to 

look and sometimes we want school to look a certain way and we have a hard time letting 

go of some of the practices and some of the things that we have done and sometimes we 

have a difficult time understanding that that may not meeting the needs of our learners 

anymore. 

Principal Kristine felt general education teachers resisted inclusion of students with disabilities 

because they, “don't want to differentiate, that's too much work. I want an easier path [like] when 

I went into teaching, it was an easier path. Why is it so hard now?” 

 Principal James also related that some general education teachers believed that working 

with students with disabilities was not in their job description. He felt “it was just a mindset of ‘I 

was hired to work with our regular ed students … Special ed already had support because you 

had the special ed teacher, right?’” Principal Melanie encountered “a group of educators that had 

been in the building for multiple years and the previous leadership allowed them to do anything 

they wanted to do.” When she introduced inclusive practices, general education teachers resisted 

inclusive practices because their expectation of the job did not include teaching students with 

disabilities. Principal Paul found it was not just veteran general education teachers who had 

expectations that they would not have to teach students with disabilities relating that, “there are 
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also some young general education teachers who are of the belief of, “‘Now this is not my vision 

of school therefore I'm not going to do it [inclusive practices] or I'm going to be resistant to it 

[inclusion of students with disabilities].’” 

 Wanting control of the classroom. Some principals identified a third form of a 

preference for the status quo structure where general education teachers perceived loss of control 

in the classroom as a result of inclusive practices (4/16 principals, 5 instances). Principal Jacob 

explained, “how general education teachers feel about their classrooms. It's theirs and they have 

control over it and don't mess with what's in my control. I think it's some of that.” Principal 

James experienced a similar form of resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities, stating, 

“this person is one of those that is a very type A, and everything had to be in place. And so, it 

[inclusive practices] was creating a little bit of …[resistance].” 

Principal Emily identified that teachers were resistant to including students with 

disabilities because they wanted control of the classroom and were not comfortable working with 

other adults. She found some general education teachers resisted inclusive practices because a 

special education teacher would be in the room and “they wouldn't want that person [special 

education teacher] in the classroom, and I also have some that I think question and think they 

would like to do it [inclusive practices], but I also know their personalities and think it wouldn't 

go well.” Principal Josh had the opposite experience. He found that general education teachers 

resisted inclusive practices that resulted in proportional representation in classrooms because, 

“they [general education teachers] wanted ... they actually wanted them clustered. So, they have 

all these adults in the room.” 

Teacher schedule preferences. As the fourth form of resistance out of a preference for 

the status quo structure, principals found that special and general education teachers resisted 
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inclusive practices because they preferred particular schedules (3/16, principals three instances). 

For general education teachers, Principal Matthew related that, “It's the same people. It's the 

same people that want their schedule the way they want. They want it [schedule] the way they 

want.” Teachers preference for a schedule that does not include inclusion of students with 

disabilities came up with Principal Craig as well who had a special education teacher tell him 

that, “The schedule doesn't work for me.” Principal Charlene encountered a special education 

teacher who objected to schedule changes that allowed for inclusion of students with disabilities 

indicating that, “it sometimes can be portrayed in other ways like my schedule. This is built in 

for someone else but it's not built in for me.” Principal Josh also found special education teachers 

resisted inclusive practices because they preferred a schedule built with them in mind, “They 

struggle with it [inclusive practices] because they want to set schedules so they know where they 

have got to be every day.” 

Principals identified resistance to inclusive practices out of a preference for the status quo 

structure that manifested as a preference for their own instructional practices, because they 

claimed inclusion was not in their job description, because they wanted control of the classroom 

and out of a preference for particular schedules. Next, I address the resistance to inclusive 

practices principals encounter out of a lack of resources. 

Lack of Resources 

 A third form of technical resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities principals 

encountered was a result of a lack of resources to support inclusive practices. This resistance to 

inclusive practices included: (a) lack of staffing; (b) lack of time to plan, and; (c) lack of time to 

meet IEP minutes.  
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 Lack of staffing. Eight principals identified a perceived lack of staffing in 16 instances 

as a cause of resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. Principals themselves often 

identified a perceived lack of staffing as a barrier to including students with disabilities. Principal 

Angela said, “It's just, you know, we perpetually have like staff, staffing issues, or there's never 

enough to cover. … It's just that they are spread so thin, in so many different rooms that I don't 

think it's the most efficient.” Principal Emily also related that a lack of staffing contributed to 

resistance to inclusive practices saying: 

I feel like we're trying, and we have some kids [with disabilities] that we support more 

with the paraprofessionals, but there's gotta be a better way to get the teachers more in 

there, too. You can only stretch them so thin. 

Principal Craig echoed this concern for a lack of staffing indicating that he, “totally understaffed 

all this [inclusive practices] trying to make this work.” Melanie perceived the same thing, 

indicating resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities because, “it [inclusive practices] 

gets pretty challenging when you don't have the right number of bodies to support the needs of 

your kids [with disabilities].”  

In addition to principals themselves identifying a perceived lack of staffing, principals 

also found that teachers exhibited resistance to inclusive practices because they believed there 

was a lack of staffing. Principal Brad found that teachers were resistant to inclusion because, 

“they would prefer to have some support into the classroom.” Principal Craig also heard teachers 

express a lack of staffing as a form of resistance indicating that: 

I think now people are a little frustrated because of the staffing piece and not being able 

to necessarily figure out, "Why can't we get bodies in here?" That's making people a little 

frustrated. I don't think that's necessarily resistance to ... Well, it is resistance to inclusion, 
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but it's more from an operational or staffing lens, not a philosophical lens. They want to. 

Everybody sees the value of it [inclusive practices], but if we don't have the staffing to 

make it work, is it helping anybody? 

Principal Josh felt the same way, that teachers resisted inclusive practices because of a perceived 

lack of staffing, indicating that, “The resistance is they didn't have enough adults to work with 

these kids [with disabilities].” Principal Kathryn also identified this form of resistance to 

inclusion, relating that teachers were asking, “What are the supports? What are the things that 

you're putting in place that's especially been designing the instruction to support this specific 

child [with a disability]?” Principal Emily had a teacher who was resistant to inclusive practices 

ask directly for more staffing, saying that: 

She [a student with a disability] comes three days a week, a four-year-old, and I'd really 

like her to come every day. I just think she could benefit from that, and the 4K teacher's 

immediate response was, ‘Then I need an extra person in my room.’ It's like, ‘I don't 

know if you need an extra person for her.’ 

Both principals and teachers identified a perceived lack of staffing as a source of resistance to 

inclusion. 

 Lack of time to plan. Principals identified a lack of time to plan as a second form of 

resistance to inclusive practices due to a lack of resources (6/16 principals, 12 instances). 

Principal Kristine identified the lack of time to plan as a source of resistance to inclusive 

practices, indicated that, “probably our biggest missing piece of the co-teaching is the co-

planning. … And finding the common time to get all of the parties involved there. …It 

[resistance to inclusion] was the logistics, the schedule. The time.” Principal Angela felt there 

wasn’t enough time for teachers to plan for inclusion of students with disabilities, saying, “it 
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seems almost impossible to free up our special ed teachers during the day to meet with the grade 

level team.” Principal Rebecca also found teachers resisted inclusion as a result of a perceived 

lack of time to plan. She said:  

I think that's a big piece of resistance, is that time. Like, ‘okay, great, I'm here, I'm ready 

to go. Tell me and I'll do it [inclusive practices], but help me to understand where that 

time comes from to be able again to thoughtfully differentiate, to thoughtfully consider 

my environment, to thoughtfully plan for this individual need, this individual need, and 

this individual need.’ 

She went on to say, “I think there's a time factor. The resistance I would say I put on the table as 

a leader is that to thoughtfully differentiate instruction requires time, right?” Principal Paul had 

special education teachers who resisted inclusive practices because they believed they did not 

have enough time to plan, indicating that teachers felt, “‘it's like I'm spread too thin, I can't do all 

the things.’ It's not about will, it's more about time and energy.” 

 Lack of time to meet IEP minutes. As a third lack of resources, principals identified 

resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities due to a belief that inclusive practices did not 

allow the time necessary to meet the minutes of specialized instruction included in a student’s 

IEP (4/16 principals, four instances). Principal Kristine felt that, “where I think we get tripped up 

is required IEP minutes, making sure we're meeting those … the schedules are tight.” Principal 

James explained this form of resistance to inclusive practices, stating that: 

that's one of the other issues we have is there's so many minutes in the IEP to try to meet 

and support in the classroom or potentially pull out, they're spending their day kind of 

juggling all these kids [with disabilities] they're trying to meet and support to meet the 

minutes and sometimes I think we're more focused on meeting the minutes and giving the 
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best support instruction that we can. And I get it because it's a legal document, you gotta 

meet that.  

Principal Paul also identified time to provide services designated in the IEP as resistance to 

inclusion explaining, “We have to find time to get services in, instructional services for students 

with disabilities, there's a lot of things that we really have to do there. … I haven't found the 

system approach to that yet.” Principal Angela related that resistance to inclusion of students 

with disabilities occurred because the staff did not believe that the current structures allowed 

them to meet the goals of the IEP, stating, “I think that's our key, that's our lever, is to look at 

supportive environment minutes and how can we be more strategic about that and more shared in 

how that support, where that support is coming from, you know?”  

Avoidance of Additional Work 

 As a fourth form of technical resistance, principals identified that teachers resisted 

inclusion of students with disabilities in the general education environment because they wanted 

to avoid the additional work they believed inclusive practices would bring (12/16 principals, 24 

instances). Principal Josh believed teachers resisted inclusion to avoid what they perceived as 

more work saying, “I don't think they wanted to do the work [of inclusive practices]. Just my 

personal opinion, because it's not easy.” Principal Jacob related a similar sentiment from 

teachers, stating that, “I think it's because they think it's [inclusive practices] going to be more 

work on them, and I kind of get it in a way, right? It's hard. You've got like 25 other kids. I mean, 

I get it.” Principal Craig also recognize that teachers resisted inclusive practices because they 

believed, “It [segregated instruction] was easier, right? You could just do your own thing. You 

don't have to worry about everything. All the unpredictability of being in a gen ed classroom. 

You know what I mean?” 
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 Principal Josh believed that some teachers’ resistance to inclusive practices for students 

with disabilities was because, “The teacher was lazy. She didn't want to do any planning because 

it was always about her.” Principal Katie also felt that teacher laziness resulted in resistance to 

inclusion, stating that, “once we got to the bottom of it, it was laziness.” Principal Melanie 

experienced laziness as well, explaining that some teachers’ resistance to inclusion, “was the 

result of a really heavy culture of just, for lack of a better word, lazy people who really weren't 

there for the kids.” 

 Principal Kathryn also believed that teachers resisted inclusion of students with 

disabilities out a perception that inclusive practices would result in extra work, saying, “It's not 

ill will. It's just, ‘I don't have time. It's additional work. I can't do that.’” At the same time, 

Principal Kathryn also recognized that teachers were not always honest with why they resisted 

inclusion of students with disabilities relating that, “We've all heard teachers say, ‘Well, it's 

[inclusive practices] not in the best interest of kids.’ And what they're really saying is, ‘It's not 

my best interest. I don't want to do that work.’” Principal Kathryn followed this up, noting that 

teachers, “Often wanting a solution that doesn't involve them having more phone calls or coming 

into school or things like that,” and expressing that, “There's got to be a way, a place they 

[students with disabilities] can go to, right?”  

 Principal Angela encountered teachers who felt like they were already busy, saying, “I 

think it's just like the feeling of like, ‘uh, it's just one more thing, one more thing, one more 

thing.’” She explained further, “I think, to be honest, … teachers would say the plate is like, 

they're super overwhelmed right now with just all of the new expectations.” Principal Brad also 

found avoidance of additional work to be a source of some teachers’ resistance to inclusion. He 

said, “I just think it has more to do with just days are so busy, there's so much going on.” He felt 
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some teachers viewed inclusive practices as an additional thing to do on top of everything else, 

rather than the core of their teaching and learning at the school. Principal Kristine related that 

teachers resisted inclusive practices because they did not want the work of teaching to different 

student ability levels, “I think some of it is workload... ‘I’m differentiating for a whole bunch of 

levels.’” 

 Principal Paul felt that for some teachers, “it's the willingness to adapt, and change, and 

do that co-planning, and actually become one with that curriculum, that student experience in 

that classroom.” Principal James experienced a teacher who resisted including students with 

disabilities because, “that person was having to work a little bit harder.” Principal Katie also felt 

teachers were resistant to inclusive practices because they were avoiding what they thought 

would be more work, saying, “I think it was more resistance to maybe the high demands [of 

inclusive practices], like what their role looks like.” Principal Matthew also felt he had teachers 

who resisted including students with disabilities because they preferred an easier route, stating 

they, “Don't want to work as hard and it's [segregated instruction] easier. It's easier.”   

Lack of District Support 

 Three principals identified a fifth, and final, form of technical resistance, a lack of district 

support as a cause for resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities (6 instances). Principal 

Josh explained that “support from district office [for inclusive practices] hasn’t been all that 

great.” He felt that when teachers resisted inclusive practices and need to be removed from the 

district that it was the responsibility of, “the pupil services director to move this teacher out,” 

which she had failed to do. Principal Katie and Principal Melanie identified the special education 

director at the district office as a source of resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. 

Principal Katie stated that: 
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the special ed director that was here before the current one didn't have a good grasp on 

inclusive practices at the elementary level and … at that time, said, ‘Yeah. Our special ed 

teachers don't have a whole lot of time to be in the classrooms with inclusion because 

they're busy teaching Wilson [segregated curriculum]’. 

Principal Melanie also felt that resistance to inclusive practices was a result of a lack of district 

support, stating, “we did not get a lot of support from district office at all, in fact our director of 

special education was absolutely horrible. Absolutely horrible.” She explained that, “I think our 

special ed director, she wasn't a learner. She didn't want to learn the laws and understand what 

she could and could not do, and so therefore, she wasn't supportive [of inclusive practices].” 

 In chapters five and six, I addressed the ideological and technical resistance that 

principals faced when implementing inclusion for students with disabilities. In the next two 

chapters, I will address the strategies principals used to overcome resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities. 
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Chapter 7: Ideological Change Strategies Principals Rely on to Overcome Resistance to 

Inclusion of Students with Disabilities 

In the previous two chapters I addressed the first research question, the resistance 

principals face when implementing inclusive practices for students with disabilities. In chapters 

six and seven, I address the second research question: When implementing inclusion for students 

with disabilities, what strategies do principals take in response to resistance? The strategies 

principals rely on to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities can be 

categorized into two types of strategies: ideological change strategies and technical change 

strategies. This chapter addresses the 12 forms of ideological change strategies principals relied 

on to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. Through my data analysis, the 12 forms of 

ideological change strategies resulted in two overarching, different kinds of ideological change 

strategies: (a) develop belief in inclusive practices, and; (b) develop support for inclusive 

practices (see Figure 6). 
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Figure 6. Ideological change strategies principals rely on to overcome resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities. 

Develop Belief in Inclusive Practices 

 The set of strategies that principals relied on to create ideological change to support 

inclusion of students with disabilities focused on developing teachers’ belief in inclusive 

practices. All sixteen principals related that they tried to develop a belief in inclusion in their 
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staff to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. To develop this belief in 

inclusive practices principals did so in the following ways: (a) provided counternarratives to 

segregation; (b) developed a shared vision; (c) hired the right teachers; (d) developed a shared 

responsibility for all students, and; (e) developed teacher empathy.  

 Provided counternarratives to segregation. All but two principals (14/16, 49 instances) 

provided counternarratives to segregation as a way to overcome resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities. Counternarratives arose out of critical race theory and are stories told, 

“to cast doubt on the validity of accepted premises or myths, especially ones held by the 

majority” (Capper, 2015, p. 5). Counternarratives are provided by principals in this study for a 

similar purpose, to cast doubt on the validity of the majoritarian narrative that segregated 

instruction for students with disabilities is best. Thus, principals sought to share positive stories 

of inclusive practices as a counternarrative to beliefs that segregation is best. 

Principal Craig explained how he relied on counternarratives when he talked to a teacher 

who was resistant to inclusion: 

Making sure that when I'm talking to somebody about inclusion, I make an emotional 

connection. I get them to buy in by seeing it’s the right thing to do, by tugging on heart 

strings or some other way of making that connection to, ‘It's the right thing to do.’ That's 

when we bring the kids' stories, right? I'll show pictures like this or I'll tell stories… 

Making it real.  

Principal Josh identified counternarratives specifically and related how important they were for 

him in overcoming teachers’ resistance to inclusion, stating that: 

I think the biggest thing I've used is counternarratives. Because I have shared narratives 

of students with disabilities, …I have used that [counternarratives] over and over again. I 
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don't think people believe it [in inclusion] because they can't relate to it [inclusion], 

because they don't see it. …When you can see that student's name, that you know that 

student [with a disability] who is sitting in algebra class or in science class and being 

successful, that goes a long way. … I was able to change perspectives that adults had in 

the building by those counternarratives. 

Principal Brad also employed counternarratives with teachers saying that you need to “Capitalize 

on success stories,” and Principal Melanie related that to overcome resistance to inclusive 

practices you need to, “share the success stories,” of including students with disabilities. 

Principal Paul mentioned that as a principal, you need to have counternarratives to share with 

teachers when they resist inclusive practices. He felt you need to: 

Have a story that you can go to that means something to you to talk to people about. I talk 

about my personal story, my personal experience, not everybody has that personal 

experience, but you have that one student [with a disability] that you've had.” 

Some principals mentioned their own personal stories that they told to teachers to 

overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. Principal Charlene talked about her 

sibling who had a negative experience with a segregated setting, sharing that: 

by the time he got to middle school with the pull-out model and go to a separate room 

and all that stuff, he refused. He said to my mom and dad, ‘I'm not doing it. People think 

I'm stupid. My friends think I'm stupid. I'm not going out of that [general education] 

room,’ and he refused. He's very successful but to this day, he has that. But, you still can 

tell that there are times where he doesn't feel good enough and I believe that was all from 

the way that he was treated within the school system. 
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This experience was a driving force for Principal Charlene’s own commitment to inclusion but 

also a story that she told others to relate the negative effects of segregated schooling which 

countered the positive beliefs about segregated instruction that some teachers held.  

Similarly, Principal Paul talked about his own experiences in special education and made 

a point to tell his story as he encountered resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. 

Principal Paul said, “I think it started with opening up to the staff about my personal education 

experience [as a student with a disability]. I think that was one of those key things that I do and I 

refer back to that consistently.” Principal Josh self-reflected about how counternarratives assisted 

his own ideological evolution on inclusion of students with disabilities relating that: 

student stories, the narrative students told me with disabilities when they could not access 

the general curriculum when I was high school principal is what really changed me across 

race, and disability. That they were not allowed access to rigorous curriculum.  

And, I think that had more of an impact than any training I ever had, were the student 

voices. Being told that they we were not worthy of taking that rigorous course, or their 

grade level course, and they needed to go into a below grade level course. 

Principals own experiences either of themselves labeled for special education in one case, their 

experience with a sibling who was segregated in another case, or hearing the perspectives of 

segregated high school students in another, all served as counternarratives to segregation that 

they shared with teachers to overcome resistance to students with disabilities. 

 Principals also capitalized on counternarratives to segregation that their own teachers 

experienced to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. Principal Brad explained that, “For 

other people it was experiencing it [inclusive practices], getting over the fears, getting over the 

doubts, seeing the successes whether in their own classrooms or in others.” He went on to 
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explain that it was important to, “provide a real-life success example. We were able to make that 

[inclusive practices] work, they were able to make that work, so I'm confident we can make this 

work.” Brian relied on counternarratives in a similar way to overcome resistance to inclusive 

practices, stating that, “we've got these things [inclusive practices] that are working over here. 

Wouldn't that work for that child [with a disability]?” Principal Melanie also capitalized on 

teachers’ success stories and told them as counternarratives to overcome resistance to students 

with disabilities. She related that, “when they [teachers] would see a kid [with a disability] with 

an audio device share writing, if that's not powerful I don't know what is. Kids and teachers 

would say, ‘Oh my gosh so and so did this.’” 

 Principal James saw teachers resist inclusion of students with disabilities less as they saw 

success. He talked about a teacher that: 

once she started getting a taste of success and then seeing the student [with a disability] 

get closer, the behavior's coming down, now it's been going great. So, that's been about 

two months now where we've had very little issues. …She saw some success. 

Principal Rebecca had a similar experience with teachers who experienced positive results from 

inclusive practices and then became supportive of including students with disabilities, relating 

that: 

I think because they see the benefits [of inclusive practices], particularly our deaf and 

hard of hearing teachers have seen just literal miracles in some cases of kids [with 

hearing disabilities] who … have never been exposed to language, and when they leave 

us, some of them are getting dismissed from special education programming because 

they've gained those skills. 
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Principals found that teachers own successes could became the counternarratives they referred to 

when resistance arose to inclusion of students with disabilities. 

Principals sometimes provided defined times to share counternarratives to overcome 

resistance to inclusive practices. Principal Kristine discussed how she related counternarratives 

to overcome resistance to inclusion in her weekly updates and explained that, “celebrating those 

successes or sharing those small successes because then that can spread, like, ‘Oh, yeah. I did 

notice this or I did notice that.’ That's been one thing that I can see helping any resistance.” 

Principal Kristine also ensured there was an opportunity to provide counternarratives at staff 

meetings, relating that: 

At the beginning of staff meetings, we always do celebrations and those are the kind of 

stories that we share. … It might be a student success story and often it's a teacher 

sharing about a student [with a disability]. …I definitely think it has a positive impact.” 

Principal Melanie also found time at the beginning of staff meetings to share counternarratives as 

a strategy to overcome resistance to inclusive practices stating that they were: 

sharing success stories. … we always started out with shout outs, so we would start out 

with people saying something great that happened in their room. People would talk about 

a special ed kid who did x, y, and z, or how a non-special ed kid really embraces kids 

[with disabilities], and now the kid's [with a disability] just part of the classroom. It's like 

letting them see the smiles on kid's faces, the fact that they want to be there with their 

peers 

In a staff meeting, Principal Paul displayed discipline data to illustrate a counternarrative to the 

idea that students with emotional behavior disabilities are more often in trouble. He 

demonstrated that, “only one of the students that was considered a high flyer for discipline was 
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one of our EBD students,” which was counter to the belief teachers held going into the meeting 

and subsequently reduced resistance to including students with disabilities. 

  In other cases, principals capitalized on professional development as an opportunity to 

share counternarratives to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. When Principal Angela 

lead a book study on the keys to inclusion of students with disabilities, “instead of just sharing 

what they were, our psych at the time found an example [of a student with a disability] in the 

building and shared it through that example. So, that was good.” Principal Charlene shared 

videos of teachers successfully including students with disabilities in the general education 

classroom to show teachers how inclusive practices can be implemented. She explained that, 

“part of it is probably exposing teachers to something they hadn't seen before, like working with 

all students in the classroom. … it was powerful for all of them.”  

Principal Melanie explained how a district level coordinator shared counternarratives to 

overcome resistance, stating that he, “would try to replicate it [inclusion] in other buildings and 

say, ‘Well, here's how they included this kid [with a disability]. Here's how they found equitable 

practices in this.’ He would give examples.”  

Principal Craig took the presentation materials on inclusion of students with disabilities 

he experienced at a summer leadership institute and created personalized counternarratives for 

his own staff’s professional development: 

we plugged in our kids' [with disabilities] names and people started crying. People got 

really pissed. I don't know if the initial reaction was guilt. If they were reflecting on 

themselves like, ‘I did this wrong and these people are telling me I did this wrong?’ That 

was not our intent because we had the same reaction. ‘We've been doing this wrong the 

whole time,’ right? We made a connection on an emotion level. 
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Principal Brad found that professional development and prior experiences provided 

counternarratives that helped teachers overcome resistance to students with disabilities:  

because they either through training courses or simply experience they have had success 

with [inclusive practices], they have been able to successfully do it, even if it's just 

talking about that one student [with a disability] in math class. ‘Look at that, didn't think 

we could do it, we sat down, we problem solved it, we did it. I can support it.’  

Principal Jacob explained how he thought counternarratives through teachers’ previous 

experiences worked to overcome resistance to inclusion, saying that, “I think it goes back to the 

experiences where some people have had good experiences. If you've had good experiences with 

it … I'm gonna go back, but if I didn't I'm not gonna go back.”  

Principal Kristine also encountered a teacher who reflected on her own teaching 

experiences and identified counternarratives that helped her overcome resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities. She related how the teacher: 

also taught in Colorado, she's like, ‘When I was teaching in Colorado … we had 

everybody.’ She's like, ‘But, sometimes I don't do it [inclusive practices] because I rely 

on a special teacher or something like that. … But, in that moment, I know I could do it. I 

knew I could figure this out.’ The teacher was reminded that yes, I can teach all kids.  

Principal Paul had some teachers reflect on a non-teaching experience to provide 

counternarratives to help them overcome resistance to inclusive practices.  He explained how:  

We're establishing an athletic program which is an inclusive athletic program, a shared 

team, we're seeing the success and the experience there, other teachers are going, ‘Hey, 

that's a really good idea. Maybe I can do something like that,’ or ‘how can I make this 

[inclusive practices] work in my classroom?’ 



 121 

Principals highlighted the previous experiences of teachers to provided counternarratives that 

helped teachers overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. 

 In addition to counternarratives from teaches themselves, principals also relied on 

counternarratives from parents’ experiences as well to overcome teachers’ resistance to inclusive 

practices. Principal Emily related that, “Parents keep telling us they're [child with a disability is] 

so much happier.” She explained in more depth: 

I think that is part of it, that they [students with disabilities] start to get to that age where 

they aren't really thrilled to be going out anymore, and parents are saying, ‘Well, they just 

don't like to do this anymore. They don't want to go out’ … they talk about how dumb 

they are in math. … but now once they have a year in it, they [parents] really advocate for 

them to continue that model [inclusive practices]. …It's great at an IEP meeting for 

parents to talk about how positive it's been for their kids. …Again, I think coming back to 

that, the kids are happier and feel like they're part of the group, and don't feel so isolated. 

Principal Craig had a similar experience relating parent counternarratives to teachers to 

overcome resistance to inclusive practices, stating that, “we got a lot of testimonials from parents 

where they'll say, ‘I was against this [inclusive practices], but oh my gosh. This is amazing. I've 

never thought my kid [with a disability] would have friends.’"  

Principal Brian related a parent story that he regularly tells staff who are resistant to 

including students with disabilities: 

I had a mom who actually cried when she ... Because her older son [with a disability] was 

in general and paced [segregated instruction]. He had graduated. She found out we were 

getting rid of it [segregated instruction] and she cried about what that experience was 
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like. That one still chokes me up to this day. … So, she cried tears of joy that we had 

undone that system.  

Principals employed counternarratives that derived from their own personal experiences, from 

teachers’ positive experiences, and from parents’ experiences to overcome resistance to inclusive 

practices. Principals shared counternarratives in day-to-day conversations with teachers as well 

as in planned experiences such as staff meetings and professional development.  

 Developed a shared vision. A second strategy principals employed to develop staff 

beliefs in inclusive practices centered on developing a shared vision for inclusion with staff 

(15/16 principals, 39 instances). Principal Josh felt that if the staff had the same vision and goals 

around inclusive practices then resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities would be 

reduced, explaining that, “it's also in our adult's best interest from a different standpoint that we 

all share our expertise and work towards the same goal.” Principal Charlene felt that developing 

a shared vision with staff enabled staff to believe in inclusive practices, stating that, “it also was 

just aligning our philosophies the same and they felt the same like, ‘Yes. We want to be in the 

classroom with our kids.’” She also expressed that, “I think it has to be just your whole vision. It 

has to be coming together as a group, talking about what's our vision, what do we want?”  

 Principals took several avenues to develop a shared vision of inclusion with their staff. 

First, principals leveraged existing shared values around inclusion. Principal Brad found teachers 

supported inclusion of students with disabilities, “because they believe in it [inclusive practices], 

because they believe it to be the right thing to do.” Principal Matthew felt the same way, that 

teachers were supportive of inclusive practices, “Because, they believe in what we're doing.” 

Principal Katie felt that she and her staff agreed that inclusion of students with disabilities was 

best, saying, “I feel like the biggest things are we're all in agreement that all students have a right 
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and should be in their class with their peers. That we agree on.” She also found agreement 

developed over time, lowering resistance to inclusive practices, stating that, “I would say we've 

come a long way. Everyone has agreed that we want students [with disabilities] in wherever 

possible.” Principal Rebecca also found shared beliefs developed over time and were important 

in overcoming resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities, “It's just kind of evolved, but 

it starts with our belief system.” 

 Second, principals developed a shared vision with staff by regularly connecting with staff 

about the inclusive efforts. Principal Emily said, “I think you just have to keep talking about why 

it's [inclusive practices] important, and sending things out, and hoping that they make those 

connections.” Principal Brad felt he needed to overcome resistance to inclusive practices by 

doing, “a little work with my special ed team on philosophy of inclusion and to what extent we 

are pulling kids out.” He reiterated that developing a shared vision was important for overcoming 

resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities, stating that, “If you do some groundwork, lay 

a good framework, specifically around identity development and equity in general I would say, I 

think that that's gonna help decrease resistance.” Principal Angela felt that developing a shared 

vison was so important for overcoming resistance to inclusive practices that, “we're not going to 

go anywhere unless we have really common buy-in to using best instructional practices.” 

 Third, principals challenged their staff with new ideas about inclusion to develop a shared 

belief. Principal Kathryn talked about how she worked towards a shared belief with her staff to 

overcome resistance to inclusive practices, stating: 

I think it's about starting with your staff mindset and putting some things in front of them 

that help them to understand their beliefs and the reasons why. … You have to work 

through, ‘Who am I in this? What do I believe? And how could I make change there?’ 
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Principal Matthew expressed a similar process for developing shared beliefs, explaining that, 

“You've got to give them the legwork and the stuff to wrestle with it [inclusive practices] 

themselves.” Principal Brian also developed a shared vision by challenging teachers’ preexisting 

views about inclusion of students with disabilities. He felt that: 

I have to have them continue to challenge their own thinking and give them a place to do 

that and feel like they know where I am. They know where I'm at. And they know that 

I'm letting them kind of live in that place, but we're going to keep coming to that. We're 

going to keep coming to that discussion. 

In addition, Principal Brian discussed how when he needed to develop a shared vision rapidly, “it 

was like a traveling road show. We had an emergency meeting. …And I basically just talked at 

them, which I don't try to typically do, but I did. I laid it out.”  

 Fourth, principals developed a shared vision of inclusion by focusing on “why” they were 

implementing inclusive practices. Principal Craig explained that, “If I've learned one thing, it's 

get people on board by focusing on the why.” He self-reflected that in the past: 

I thought maybe everybody would be on board, but I didn't know. Right? I made the 

mistake of going too fast on another initiative. ‘Well, it's the right thing to do, so 

everybody's going to believe it because I believe it, so it's just going to work out,’ right? 

He felt that to build support for inclusion of students with disabilities he had to take the time to 

focus on why inclusive practices were best.  

 Principal Kristine also felt that focusing on the “why” to develop a shared vision was 

important for overcoming resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. She said, “I think 

that being really clear of why, so making sure that the kids are at the heart of it and then any 

tough conversations with staff members that follow, you're doing it off the interest of students.” 
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Principal Rebecca also felt that to build support for inclusive practices, you have to, “Build your 

why, build your why, right?” Principal Melanie expressed a similar sentiment explaining that, 

“So, it's like you gotta build your culture to understand why you're there, what's your purpose?” 

She further reflected on the importance of focusing on “why” by saying, “If teachers have the 

why, why we're doing it [inclusive practices], I think they're gonna be much more willing to, if 

they've never done it.”  

 Principal Rebecca also explained that to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with 

disabilities the focus on “why” has to be bigger than the principal and not seem like it is just the 

principal’s belief. She related that, “Nobody hates that more than when somebody just thinks 

you're spouting your agenda. So, I think selling it [inclusive practices], not selling it, but 

explaining it as this is why we do what we do.”  

 Fifth, principals took advantage of district support for inclusive practices from the central 

office to develop a shared vision of inclusion. Principal Charlene found that the district she 

joined already had a shared vision around inclusion of students with disabilities which led to less 

resistance to inclusive practices. She related that: 

It’s probably the guidance too, prior to me. [The special education director] was here and 

that was his philosophy. Then I came. It's probably why I was hired. I matched that same 

philosophy and so it's just something that everybody has felt along the way. 

Principal Matthew also felt that the district’s shared vision was helpful in overcoming resistance 

to including students with disabilities indicating that, “They knew the direction we're going as a 

district.” Principal Kathryn felt that the district had done a lot to build a shared vision for 

inclusive practices in her school district explaining that teachers were supportive, “Because I 
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think the district did the work on the front end to make that part of how we do business. …This 

is what we believe here in [this school district]. We believe all kids are included.” 

 Sixth, in a few instances, principals talked about how teachers helped enforce a shared 

vision amongst their fellow teachers to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with 

disabilities. Principal Josh explained that there, “were two [teachers] who had been here for this, 

they spent their whole career here. … and they have supported me whole heartedly in terms of 

pushing the envelope here to raise expectations for our kids.” Principal Matthew also had 

teachers hold each other accountable to the shared vision of inclusive practices stating that, “I 

was amazed at the number of teachers that called him out [for opposing inclusive practices], not 

in that meeting, but seek them out afterwards and called him out.” 

 Hired the right teachers. One of the two ways that principals enacted ideological 

change strategies in response to staff resistance to inclusive practices for students with 

disabilities centered on development of teachers’ beliefs to inclusion. To develop this belief, they 

provided counternarratives to segregation and developed a shared vision. Principals developed 

beliefs a third way by hiring the right teachers.  Principals hired teachers who already had the 

right beliefs about inclusive practices and transferred current teachers who had the right beliefs 

into the right positions (11/16 principals, 34 instances). Principal Jacob said it simply, “You have 

to be very careful of who you hire.” Principal Josh also mentioned that a part of the reason he has 

been able to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities is, “I've just hired the 

right people. And that's it. … if you get the right teachers in there, that would be probably the 

biggest success.” In fact, he felt that, “We spend too much time trying to convince people, and 

not enough time saying let's get the right people on the bus.” 
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 Principal Emily looked forward to hiring new staff so that she could build support for 

inclusive practices indicating that, “I kind of have this feeling, like in a couple years we will 

have a retirement, and I'm gonna be sure to hire somebody that I think has the right personality 

for it [inclusive practices].’ Principals structured interview questions around inclusion of students 

with disabilities to ensure they hired teachers who supported inclusive practices. Principal 

Charlene explained that, “We have a number of questions, just about how you build a belonging 

in the classroom from morning meetings to your end of the day closure activities. How do you 

create that sense of everybody is belonging in my classroom?” Principal Kristine asked interview 

questions that considered inclusive practices as well and discussed how: 

I think we ask questions about specifically looking for what kind of mindset do you have 

about children [with disabilities]? Do you believe all kids can learn and where do you 

think they can do their best learning? We ask about their experience with co-teaching, co-

planning. We ask because a lot of our inclusion, I mean, there's a lot of pieces of 

inclusion, right? … Yeah, trying to screen for teachers who are willing to work with a 

wide variety of students. 

Principal Jacob listened to the answers teachers gave on interview questions to determine if they 

had positive views about including students with disabilities in the general education classroom: 

I'm always looking for people that are the right fit for us and they're the right type of 

people. You could have your PhD in literacy, but if it comes to some of the questions that 

we ask specifically, especially, ‘Well, I don't work with kids [with disabilities] who are 

special,’ well, we're not gonna hire you then. 

Principal Matthew mentioned that in an interview he ensures that teachers understand that if they 

are hired, teaching students with disabilities in an inclusive setting is an expectation, stating that, 
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“we're very clear with people. This is how it is here. We make the choice and we don't have pull 

out classes. We educate all students [with disabilities] with their peers, we do the best job we 

can.” 

 Principal Brian overcame resistance to inclusion by hiring teachers who already had 

positive beliefs about inclusion of students with disabilities. He stated that: 

We hire for people who are gonna believe in all kids, right? Who believe in all kids and 

who believe their job is to teach all kids, and who love kids and recognize that some kids 

are gonna need more than other kids. Hire for empathy. Hire for those beliefs and then, if 

you believe those things, then what we do here makes sense. 

Principal James felt that new teachers often did not have preconceived negative beliefs regarding 

inclusion of students with disabilities explaining that, “they don't know any better so we just 

infused it [inclusive practices] right away. So, little bit but different approach and they've been 

very receptive and when we hired them, that was one of the focuses we’re looking at.” 

Some principals hired teachers that they felt had the “right personality” to teach students 

with disabilities in an inclusive setting. Principal Emily explained that, “I really think it's a lot of 

personality, and I think that when I hire people, that you can teach people things, but you can't 

change those personalities. So, to me, the personalities are so much more important.” Principal 

Charlene elaborated on how she looked for teachers with particular characteristics related to 

inclusive teaching saying: 

It's the art of teaching and they just get that. You can't teach that part. You can teach the 

science of teaching. This is how we do a lesson. These are the skills that are needed but 

it's that art of teaching that you can't teach. You just have to have it and the teachers who 

I tend to gravitate towards, have that. They have that special tone that when they work 
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with kids they get down at their level. They teach through lagging skills. They don't 

punish. They teach. They just have that. 

Principal Josh also talked about how some teachers have the right characteristics to teach 

students with disabilities in an inclusive setting: 

I think there are also some teachers who I believe who just have it, that I've hired. …So 

really truly have it that they believe they can teach each and every kid that walks in their 

classroom, regardless of where they're at. 

Principal Matthew felt the same way, that there were things that could and could not be taught 

and that you had to hire for the characteristics that could not be taught to overcome resistance to 

inclusion. He stated that, “So when we interview people, I look for people who care. That's the 

most important thing. I can teach them everything else, but if they don't care and they don't want 

to change. I can't teach that.” 

Principals not only overcame resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities by hiring 

teachers with the right beliefs, they also overcame resistance to inclusive practices by hiring 

teachers with previous positive experiences teaching in inclusive environments. Principal Paul 

told a story where: 

we were actively looking for somebody who had a student teaching experience where 

they had experience with special education population not in pullout settings. We also 

were actively looking for experienced teachers who had gone through some sort of 

cognitive training at least, and hopefully have worked in an inclusive environment. 

He related another situation where in interviews for a science position the teacher: 

talked about all of her experience with project-based learning and how she actually 

worked with students with intellectual disabilities in the classroom and brought them into 
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her science class for an earthworm project… And I sat there I'm like, ‘Yeah, these are the 

types of people that we need to bring in,’ because they've got the right belief system. 

In teacher interviews, Principal Matthew listened for teachers who only had experiences that 

were in segregated settings. He felt that: 

We get through the interview process if you can tell people that've been through a 

traditional setting in which there are pullouts [of students with disabilities], in which 

there is, whatever they do in isolation of students because they don't want those students 

in their class, or whatever the case, you can weed that out through the interview process. 

Principal Charlene sought teachers who had both general and special education licenses, 

relating that, “hiring is probably one of the most important things and making sure they have 

dual licenses with special education and general ed because … they understand the differences 

and the differentiation that needs to be happening at all times.” Principal Paul also felt that hiring 

teachers with dual licenses was a strategy to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. He 

explained that:  

I've been able to hire several teachers who are dual certified as either English and special 

ed, or social studies and special ed. And you look at it and you're like, ‘Well, that's not a 

person I have to convince.’ That's somebody who gets it [inclusive practices] and they've 

brought a lot of great ideas on board, and them experiencing that success and talking 

about that success has really helped. 

 Along with hiring the right people, principals also felt that they could overcome 

resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities by putting the right teachers in the right 

positions. Principal Emily told a story about how she had a teacher who: 
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was our teacher that really kind of led the way, … and she's somebody who's always been 

willing to try different things, …When we had to pull a regular ed teacher, she was 

somebody we had chosen just because she's always willing to try things, and she started 

reading up on things and thought, ‘I'd love to share my room with somebody and do some 

things.’ 

Principal Kristine felt like she already had the right teachers in place to overcome resistance to 

inclusion when she arrived at the school explaining that, “They feel really passionate that all 

students should have an equitable education, so they get what they need to thrive. … I happened 

to be plopped into those three teachers lives, which has been a total blessing.” 

 Principal Josh approached getting the right teachers from a slightly different direction. He 

was worried that the segregated model of education was, “burning out our best teachers,” and felt 

that the movement to an inclusive model of education would preserve the teachers he thought 

were best. He felt that not only was hiring good teachers important for inclusion to be successful, 

but that when inclusion was implemented, good teachers would be sustained and continue to be 

successful.  

 Developed teacher empathy. Principals built teacher empathy as the fourth way to 

overcome resistance to inclusive practices by developing beliefs (8/16 principals, 16 instances). 

Principal Melanie worked with a teacher to, “try to understand and be more empathetic towards 

kids [with disabilities] especially,” to develop support for inclusive practices. Principal Charlene 

also felt that teacher empathy was an important strategy for overcoming resistance to inclusive 

practices, asking: 
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How do you build in all those times that build community within the classroom? Because 

it's not only you as the teacher who has to show that acceptance, it's kids between kids 

and so how do you build those opportunities to build acceptance among everyone? 

Principal Josh explained in more detail how teacher empathy could be developed to overcome 

resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities:  

the overall arching thing here is teachers need to work on their empathy and not 

sympathy. I think it's helped teachers develop an empathetic understanding of those who 

are different from them. Then when we get to empathy where if I sit across a table from a 

student with a substantial math disability, I can't relate to that. I can have them tell me 

what it's like, and then I got to take what they tell me what it's like, and I got to find a 

way of how I can teach them. What we can't do is say, oh, it's okay, it's going to be all 

right, and then just lower the expectation. That's the sympathetic thing. But I think the 

thing when you can start to develop empathy with each students' lived experience, that is 

where the change comes across all dimensions of identity and equity change. 

Principals also developed teacher empathy to overcome resistance to inclusive practices 

by asking teachers the reflective question, “what would you want for your own child?” Principal 

Brian confronted teachers’ beliefs about segregated settings by asking, “’Would you want to be 

that child [with a disability]? Would you want, as a parent, that to be your kid? No.’ No, you 

wouldn't want it to be.” He expanded on that strategy stating: 

‘Would you want your own child in that [segregated] classroom? Is that what the 

experience you want for your own child?’ And if the answer to that question is, ‘No.’ … 

Something is wrong. If I don't want my own child in that room, if I don't want my own 

child in that classroom then we need to change it.  
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Principal Josh asked similar questions to overcome resistance to inclusion by developing the 

right beliefs asking, “would you want your own kid sitting in that [segregated] room down the 

corner? …We have done practices that we would never do to our own kids, so why is it 

acceptable?” He reflected on his own experiences and growth around inclusive practices, stating 

that, “I was someone who believed clustering was okay, although I'd never put my own kid in 

that [segregated classroom], and that's typically what I would say. No teacher wants to put their 

own student in a cluster classroom.”  

 Principal James also asked teachers to reflect on the question, “if it was my child, what 

would I want for my child?” to develop the right beliefs to overcome resistance to inclusion. 

Principal Kathryn applied the same strategy to overcome resistance to inclusive practices, asking, 

“I always think about it as … my own child. If that was my own child, would that [segregated 

instruction] be what I would want? Certainly not.” Principal Jacob had some teachers who were 

more supportive of inclusive practices, in part because, “Some may have a child that has a 

disability.”  

 Principal Kathryn explained how asking teachers to consider what they would want for 

their own child was effective in developing beliefs to overcome resistance to inclusion: 

if we wouldn't do it [segregated instruction] for our own child then why would we do 

that? And I think most people, when push comes to shove, want their children to have 

every opportunity that they can have and if I’m looking at setting up a system that's 

designing it to take them out. They're not going to want that. 

Principal Rebecca also expanded on this strategy stating that, “I always approach everything 

with, ‘if that was my child.’ No human being thrives in isolation. So why we would create a 
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school environment that promotes that [segregated instruction], goes against everything that we 

believe about developing human beings.” 

Developed a shared responsibility to all students. As a fifth ideological strategy to 

develop beliefs, principals overcame resistance to inclusive practices by convincing teachers they 

each had a shared responsibility to all students in the school, including students with disabilities 

(7/16 principals, 13 instances). Angela explained how, “That was like a big kind of shift and with 

every team we're like, …those are shared responsibility kids, they need you to be a part of their 

team.” Principal Jacob also employed the argument that students with disabilities are all 

teachers’ responsibility to overcome resistance to inclusion. He mentioned that he was always, 

“going back to this idea that it's everybody's responsibility to service all students in our 

building.” Principal Craig overcame resistance by, “getting people to embrace the fact that all 

kids are our kids and take ownership for planning.” 

 Principal James explained how tried to overcome resistance to inclusive practices by 

getting teachers to, “Just take the focus of, ‘these are our students and how can we … maximize 

student's growth?’ And not just trying to pawn it off onto somebody else.” Principal Melanie felt 

the same way and developed teachers’ beliefs to overcome resistance to inclusion of students 

with disabilities by saying “They're all our kids, every kid in this building.” She tried to ensure 

that all teachers had an, “understanding that we are responsible for all these kids, every single 

day, every kid in the building.” Principal Paul talked about how he applied the strategy of shared 

responsibility when he encountered resistance to inclusion by: 

combating it [resistance] and always saying every one of these students is all of our 

students and really talking about, ‘it doesn't matter what class they're in, it doesn't matter 
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anything else, it matters we all take responsibility, we all have to have that connection 

with the student, and it goes back to you.’ 

Principal Kristine also developed shared responsibility to change teacher beliefs to overcome 

resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities saying, "Well, this student [with a disability] 

is at our school and we're all responsible for that student. What can we do to help him or her?" 

Develop Support for Inclusive Practices 

 In addition to the ideological strategy of developing belief in inclusive practices, 

principals developed support for inclusive practices as the second ideological change strategy to 

overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. To develop support for inclusive 

practices, principals employed six strategies: (a) leveraged supportive data; (b) employed interest 

convergence; (c) referenced research supporting inclusive practices; (d) leveraged social capital 

& trust; (e) believed in teachers, and; (f) built a critical mass of support. 

 Leverage supportive data. Thirteen principals relied on supportive data as a strategy to 

develop teacher support to overcome resistance to inclusive practices (42 instances). Principal 

Paul felt that the use of data was the most effective strategy he employed in overcoming 

resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities, stating, “if it's been one effective argument, I 

think it's talking about the data.” Principal Rebecca used data as well to overcome resistance to 

inclusive practices explaining that, “That's where we then went, to that data. Let's talk about 

what's working and what's not working, because we can't just base it on our anecdotal evidence. 

Let's look at data.” She went on to describe how she presented data about students with 

disabilities in ways that “builds urgency” stating that, “If you know data, you can make data tell 

you just about any story that you want it to tell you about.” 
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 Principal Brian felt that using data was an effective strategy for overcoming resistance to 

inclusive practices because, “they [teachers] can't argue standardized data. We have that, can't 

argue that.” Principal Melanie also felt that the use of data was effective in developing support 

for inclusive practices stating that, “I think the greatest argument is really showing the results, 

because I can argue with someone until they're blue in the face over… the research and here’s 

what it says…but I think results speak for themselves.” Principal Matthew felt the same way 

explaining that the use of data was an effective strategy for overcoming resistance to inclusive 

practices, saying “I think our results show it. I think our recognition shows it, I think our stats 

show it. It’s [inclusive practices] hard to argue against.” Principal Josh stated, “You can't argue 

with the quantitative data,” relating data was one of the top strategies he relied on to overcome 

resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. 

 To overcome resistance to inclusive practices, some principals relied on data showing 

that instruction in segregated settings did not produce adequate academic growth to overcome 

resistance to inclusive practices. Principal Josh explained how data showed that, “her 

[segregated] program is showing no academic progress what so ever on a [state] assessment. 

None.” Principal Rebecca also relied on data to develop support for inclusive practices by 

showing the lack of academic growth for students with disabilities in segregated settings, stating 

that support, “was really a result of just an analysis of our data. Our students with special 

education needs were not growing at the same rates as their typical age peers.” Principal Kristine 

discussed how she relied on data to overcome resistance to inclusive practices by demonstrating 

that, “our biggest struggle is probably our students with specific learning disabilities just aren't 

making the academic gains that we like [in segregated settings].” 
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 Principal Brian felt sympathy for his teachers who had been teaching in segregated 

classrooms but showed teachers data to promote inclusive practices for students with disabilities 

stating: 

You guys have been working so hard. You've been working so hard. And we saw some 

big improvements in our data. But we haven't seen any in the last couple years. We 

basically flattened out again. And I don't think it's because you guys stopped working 

hard. You're working harder now than you were three years ago. But from a results 

standpoint, we're not getting any different results. 

Principal Paul felt data could help overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities 

because: 

It motivates the teachers who internally take the fact that they need to change. …it's 

working with those individuals and going to the next level of data. … ‘Here are the 

students with disabilities in that class. Here's what's happening to them. Why is their 

experience different than these other students?’  

 Some principals highlighted achievement gap data for students with disabilities as a way 

to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. Principal Angela explained how she presented data 

to overcome resistance to inclusive practices saying that, while, “overall aggregate scores are 

very, very high, we definitely do see pretty significant gaps between all of our kids [without 

disabilities] and our students [with disabilities] with IEPs.” She also highlighted achievement 

gaps on local test data to develop support for inclusion of students with disabilities, explaining 

how, “at staff meeting, have a look at our, just do a check of our most recent data, you know, like 

fall, winter, spring, [local test results].” Principal Emily highlighted achievement gap data as 

well to develop support for inclusive practices stating that, “we started looking at data and saying 
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that we had such big gaps between our general ed popular and our special ed.” She related how 

when she built support for inclusion of students with disabilities, “part of it was looking at our 

data and saying, ‘Okay. We have a pretty big gap between special ed and regular ed, and how are 

we gonna change this.’” 

 Principals not only highlighted negative achievement gap data for students with 

disabilities as a result of segregated classrooms, they also highlighted the positive effects of 

inclusive practices to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. Principal 

Melanie referenced the achievement gap of students with disabilities to highlight the positive 

effects of inclusive practices saying, “Look at our test scores. We are closing the gap.” She went 

on to explain that it helped overcome resistance when: 

you can get a special ed teacher and a reading specialist to stand up at a staff meeting and 

share the data and show how we're closing the gap and how these kids [with disabilities] 

have made these great gains this year. 

Principal Emily also referenced a closing achievement gap for students with disabilities to 

generate support for inclusive practices stating, “actually, on our state report card, our close the 

gap [score] came up huge. Yeah. We had a really good state test, state report card.” She felt that 

for students with disabilities, “our data has made huge gains.”  

 Principal Brad mentioned a closing achievement gap for students with disabilities to 

overcome resistance to inclusive practices as well, explaining that, “all of the students in that 

situation [inclusive classroom] made gap closing growth in reading and math.” Principal Paul 

build support for inclusive practices using state report card data, relating that his school, “really 

increased our closing the gap score last year and that was because we saw growth for students 
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with disabilities.” Principal Matthew explained how increasing graduation rates of students with 

disabilities helped overcome resistance to inclusive practices:  

Well, when I first started, we had a graduation rate of 85%. Special education graduation 

rate was 64%. Currently right now our last graduation rate that I just saw two days ago 

from last year was ... I want to say 98%, includes all students, special education, regular 

education. We have hovered 96% or higher for the last many, many years.” 

Principal Kathryn highlighted recent successes with data to overcome resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities, saying, “we've seen significant progress in these two buildings when I 

start looking at our academic outcome data.” 

 Employed interest convergence. Principals employed interest convergence as a third 

strategy to develop support for inclusive practices (10/16 principals, 22 instances). Interest 

convergence arose out of critical race theory and establishes that, “significant progress for Blacks 

is achieved only when the goals of Blacks are consistent with the needs of Whites” (Capper, 

2015, p.5). Interest convergence is employed by principals in this study for a similar purpose, to 

advance the interests of students with disabilities by demonstrating the benefits to students 

without disabilities or to teachers themselves.  

Principals explained to teachers and parents that inclusion of students with disabilities in 

the regular education classroom would benefit students who did not have a disability, or teachers 

themselves. Principal Brad told teachers that: 

inclusive practices would benefit all students, the research suggests that there are strong 

benefits, some of them not even academic, social, for both our students identified with a 

disability as well as students not identified with a disability. 
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Principal Brad explained to teachers that inclusion of students with disabilities, “it’s what right 

by the kids, by everybody else, because the research supports it.” Principal Melanie also 

referenced research within the context of interest convergence to supported inclusive practices to 

overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. She was, “just educating them on 

the fact that all the research out there tells you all kids do better when they're in the room 

together.”  

 Principal Angela employed interest convergence to develop support for inclusive 

practices by highlighting the academic benefits students without disabilities would gain by 

including students with disabilities in the regular education classroom. She related that, “if we 

think of all kids as having these jagged profiles and having assets of their own, then the strongest 

classrooms for everybody are owned equally by everybody and that we're then designing 

learning for everybody.” Principal Kristine also relied on interest convergence to overcome 

resistance to inclusive practices by explaining that, “I think that teachers see how they [students 

without disabilities] can learn from them [students with disabilities], and how other kids [without 

disabilities] can learn from a different lens. So, just bringing that, valuing diverse perspectives on 

learning.”  

Principal Emily employed interest convergence to highlight the positive trait of 

acceptance that students without disabilities develop through inclusion of students with 

disabilities in the general education classroom. She said: 

I think it's for kids [without disabilities] to learn acceptance. I think it's better for the kids 

[with disabilities] to feel like they're part of the group and not ... So often, the kids [with 

disabilities] are always kind of the shunned ones anyway. So, I think it's better for all kids 

emotionally, and academically, too. 
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Principal Charlene also relied on interest convergence to overcome resistance to inclusive 

practices, explaining that students without disabilities learn acceptance by seeing that: 

They [students with disabilities] may do it differently than me. Sometimes it's right. 

Sometimes it's wrong. Sometimes there is no right or wrong and I just need to have that 

acceptance. It's that whole acceptance piece too of, they are different but that's okay. 

That's that social emotional piece that I've seen, is that whole acceptance. 

She went on to explain how students without disabilities benefited from inclusive practices, 

relating: 

Just also the other piece of how do we build in our society that we accept differences? I 

think it is just that whole well-rounded piece of how are you eventually an adult who 

accepts people? We have to start that at the young ages. That this is what we do and we 

accept people and we have differences in our lives and that's okay. 

Principal Jacob mentioned compassion as a trait that students without disabilities developed 

through inclusion of students with disabilities in the general education classroom, “I often find 

that it [inclusive practices] is a learning opportunity for many of our kids [without disabilities], 

lessons in compassion and understanding of differences and so forth.” 

 Principal Melanie relied on interest convergence to overcome resistance to inclusive 

practices by relating how students without disabilities would benefit by learning life skills in how 

to work with students with disabilities: 

if people would read about the benefits of including kids with special needs in 

classrooms, this is real world. You're going to be working with people who have special 

needs, … you're in the workforce with them. And you have got to learn strategies, and 

you've got to learn ways of working with all people whether you have the special need or 
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they do. If you're not exposed to it, how would you ever know how to [work with 

students with disabilities].  

Principal Matthew discussed how he employed interest convergence to overcome resistance to 

inclusion of students with disabilities by stating that students without disabilities would gain life 

skills as well:  

people that really can navigate, or people that can associate and roll [work] with people 

of different backgrounds. … It's really how they handle peoples’ capabilities, … and how 

they can work through those things because you're going to be with different people all 

the time. … If you've never been in that [inclusive environment], working with students 

[with disabilities] or people that had different abilities than you, then it becomes a way in 

which you not embrace or put somebody down or whatever and that it leads to all kinds 

of other things. But if know how and you navigate that and you work through that and 

you live that way, there's no big deal. 

Principal Kathryn also described how students without disabilities would benefit in society: 

Yeah, I've had that conversation before. It's a huge benefit to understand about others 

because we all have differences whether they're apparent or not. We have needs that have 

to be met in ways that we go about doing things. And the more that children [without 

disabilities] understand that, the more they are able to thrive in society, I would say, so. 

Principal Kristine relied on interest convergence to overcome resistance to inclusion 

explaining how a student without a disability benefitted from inclusive practices: 

We have a student [with a disability] right now who is nonverbal and on the autism 

spectrum and really has an adult with her at all times. We've got an at-risk kiddo [without 

a disability] who just does a lot of refusing, and some chair tipping, and occasional chair 
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throwing, and things like that, and when he is with her, it's like he's a different kid. 

Suddenly, there is this level of compassion, and like there's a connection there. He feels 

this friendship with her. It's totally settling to him. Yeah, so that's a benefit right there is 

that connection.  

Principal Melanie found interest convergence helpful to develop support for inclusive practices 

with parents of students without disabilities by educating parents, “as to what is the free and 

public education and what are disabilities and how does that [inclusive practices] enhance your 

typically functioning child's life?” 

 Referenced research supporting inclusive practices. A third strategy principals relied 

on to develop support for inclusive practices to overcome resistance to inclusion included 

referencing research that supports inclusive practices (6/12 principals, 12 instances). Principal 

Brad felt that one reason he was able to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with 

disabilities was by explaining that, “the research supports it [inclusive practices] and backs it, 

especially the younger you can do it.” Principal Melanie overcame resistance to inclusive 

practices in a similar way asking teachers to, “Look at the research,” and, “just educating them 

on the fact that all the research out there tells you all kids do better when they're in the room 

together.” 

 Principal James relied on this same approach to overcome resistance to inclusive 

practices by, “talking about what's best practice.” Principal Josh explained that he applied other 

strategies only, “after she saw all the equity research.” Principal Angela explained how she 

brought up research to develop support for inclusive practices: 

I feel like I really do try to talk the talk of high expectations and we've looked at some 

research around that. You know they talk about it [research], even in the ICS model, 
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there's quite a bit about stereotype threat and in [James] Hattie's work, like the 

Assessment Capable Learner idea. 

While other principals employed research to explain the benefits of inclusive practices as 

a strategy to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities, Principal Rebecca 

relied on research to demonstrate that segregated instruction has no benefits to students with 

disabilities. She said: 

There's no research that backs it [segregated instruction] up. Again, we talk a lot about 

that piece as well, like show me where you're learning about this practice or show me the 

research that would defend what it is that you're suggesting we do, and typically people 

can't. 

She went on to say later, “Again, if you can give me a piece of research or you can give me 

something that shows me that least restrictive isn't the best option, then we can talk, but 

otherwise we're not having a conversation.” 

Leveraged social capital and trust. As a fourth strategy, principals leveraged social 

capital and trust to develop support for inclusive practices (6/16 principals, eight instances). 

Melanie explained how she built and leveraged trust to overcome resistance to inclusive 

practices, saying: 

If you can build that trust with your staff, …They wanted to learn it [about inclusive 

practices]. They want to be better. … they want to come, because they start getting more 

and more information and they're excited about it. 

Principal Brian also expressed how he leveraged trust to overcome resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities and to get staff to work towards inclusive practices. He said, “There 

was definitely an element of, ‘trust me’, right?” Principal Charlene explained how she built trust 
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to overcome resistance to inclusive practices, stating that teachers felt that, “‘If you give me 

support, I'm on board. If you follow through on your word, I'm on board.’ It's trust.”  

Principal Craig described in more detail how he built trust and relied on social capital to 

develop support for inclusive practices and overcome resistance to inclusive practices: 

I think I built up a lot of, I would say social capital, right? And, with that comes trust, 

right? ‘Okay. I know this guy. He knew when my grandma is going in for chemo or who 

knew about my kids or whatever. He believes in me, so I’m going to believe in him.’” 

Principal Josh also relied on social capital and trust to overcome resistance to inclusive practices 

stating that: 

It [social capital] plays a big part of this. A huge part of it. I'm just going to be honest 

with you. There were things I could say and do and people would just do them … without 

much question because they knew I knew what I was talking about or I was going to 

support the living daylights out of them. 

Principal Josh also hired people as a way to develop and leverage social capital to overcome 

resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities, relating that, “then what else I did is, I hired 

people. I hired people I knew I somehow had a connection to who were going to come in and be 

fiercely loyal, and they have done that.” 

 Principals leveraged trust with parents as well to overcome resistance to inclusive 

practices. Principal Craig related that in conversations with parents he would say, “Trust us. We 

know this is the right thing to do,” to develop support for inclusion of students with disabilities. 

Principal Angela discussed how in meetings with parents of children with disabilities she would 

leverage trust with parents to gain support for inclusion of their child with a disability in the 

general education classroom: 



 146 

if you're going from, 30 minutes twice a week, speech and you only need 30 minutes 

once a week, parents might say, ‘oh, are you sure?’ Yeah, I mean in those cases, I think, 

like when I'm thinking about just speech, I think both of our speech teachers have a high 

level of trust. [And the parents would say] ‘I think that would be, that would be fine.’ 

Principals leveraged trust and social capital to develop support from teachers and parents to 

overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities.  

Believed in teachers. As a fifth strategy to develop support for inclusion of students with 

disabilities, principals demonstrated belief in teachers that they could implement inclusive 

practices successfully (4/16, seven instances). Principal Charlene told teachers, “You can do 

this!” to motivate teachers to follow through with inclusive practices. Principal Craig related that 

it was sometimes, “More about being a cheerleader when people did experience failure,” in 

implementing inclusive practices. He explained his approach further stating: 

We're going to struggle through this [inclusive practices] together … ‘We're going on a 

journey together. This is going to be really challenging because I'm going to ask you to 

do it [instruction] differently from what you've done, but we're going to do it together. 

We're going to make mistakes and when we make mistakes, we're going to learn from 

them together.’ 

Principal Josh also applied this strategy to overcome resistance to inclusive practices saying that, 

“you believe in them,” and telling teachers that, “you all have the ability to do this.” He told one 

teacher that, “these kids need to be included and we can do it. We can do this, they need to be 

included. We can meet their needs within the [general education] classroom.” Principal Katie 

expressed this same belief in teachers to develop support for inclusive practices, telling teachers, 

“It [inclusive practices] can be done and you can do it, and we're going to help you succeed. 
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 Built a critical mass of support. Principals built a critical mass of support as the sixth, 

and final strategy, to develop support for inclusive practices (3/16 principals, 6 instances). 

Principal Josh explained that to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities he 

felt he, “was able to build a critical mass really quick.” He expanded on that idea saying that 

while important, building critical mass to overcome resistance to inclusive practices could not 

take a long time:  

I still think the approach is to build a critical mass, but you hold yourself to a time limit 

of building that critical mass. A time limit being you can't sit and just talk about this stuff 

[inclusive practices] for years. You have to have, ‘we're going to do it,’ we're going to 

build a critical mass, and here's what else has happened if you get that critical mass, some 

teachers are going to want to go now. And you got to let them go now, meaning they 

want those kids in their classroom right now.  

Principal Melanie explained how she built a critical mass to overcome resistance to incision of 

students with disabilities in a different way, saying, “It was just kind of taking that ground swell 

and making it bigger.” Principal Brad explained the strategy of building critical mass to 

overcome resistance to inclusive practices in this way, “I think there's a method to that madness 

in building support and momentum.” 

 In this chapter I addressed the ideological change strategies principals rely on to 

overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. Principals developed belief in 

inclusive practices and they developed support for inclusive practices. In the next chapter, 

chapter eight, I address the technical change strategies that principals enact to overcome 

resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. 
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Chapter 8: Technical Change Strategies Principals Rely on to Overcome Resistance to 

Inclusion of Students with Disabilities 

 In chapter seven, I addressed the ideological change strategies principals enacted to 

overcome resistance to inclusive practices. Principals also identified 16 technical change 

strategies they employed to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. These 

technical change strategies coalesced into five overarching strategies: (a) provide professional 

development; (b) hold teachers accountable; (c) provide support to teachers; (d) facilitate 

collaboration, and; (e) leverage existing support (see Figure 7). 

 

Figure 7. Technical change strategies principals rely on to overcome resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities. 
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Provide Professional Development 

 Principals provided professional development to overcome resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities in the general education classroom in two different ways: (a) provided 

professional development to teachers, and; (b) educated parents. 

Provided professional development to teachers. Principals provided professional 

development more often than any other strategy to overcome resistance to inclusive practices 

(16/16 principals, 86 instances). Principal Katie discussed the importance of providing 

professional development to teachers as a strategy to overcome resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities, saying you have to, “support them with professional learning, lots of 

time and learning.” Principal Melanie said that for teachers to overcome resistance to inclusive 

practices, “You've got to educate, educate, educate.” Principal Matthew explained how he 

employed professional development as a strategy to overcome resistance to inclusion of students 

with disabilities, stating, “when I showed up the structure [for inclusive practices] was in place. 

But we needed training, we needed staff to handle it.” Rebecca added that she tailored 

professional development to the needs that arose throughout the year to overcome resistance to 

inclusive practices:  

So, we've put in monthly professional development, and these meetings drive what that 

development is. So, if we hear a common theme like, wow, we have a lot of kiddos [with 

disabilities] who have sensory needs and the teachers are telling us they're always fidgety 

and they're always needing to move, we will drive then that next month's PD around how 

do you provide sensory opportunities for kids [with disabilities] in the [general education] 

classroom? 
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Jacob explained that when he first arrived in the school district, to develop support for inclusive 

practices, “there was a big push around the inclusion of students with disabilities into general 

education classrooms. So, there was a lot of training at that time just in terms of different service 

delivery models and so forth.” Principal Emily described how she built support for inclusive 

practices, “we worked with co-teaching, had a bunch of teachers trained in co-teaching.” 

 Principal Josh felt that the primary strategy for overcoming resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities was professional development explaining the, “primary strategy is that 

initial push with intensive professional development, and then after that I'm going to work with 

you to get you to where you need to be.” Principal Craig felt that professional development was 

important for overcoming resistance to inclusive practices but only if there was time available: 

I still jump in [to inclusive practices]. Right? Time waits for no one. We're just going to 

make it happen, but if you have the luxury of really being able to think it through, and if 

you had some resources available to you, to do the PD. 

 Principals discussed four specific ways they provided professional development around 

inclusive practices: attended institutes; provided coaching and modelling; facilitated book studies 

and reading, and; provided professional development to new teachers. 

 Attended institutes. Principal Angela explained how she relied on professional 

development to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities by taking her 

building leadership team to an institute, “We did their summer institute for two years using their 

[inclusive practices] model. It's been good, it's been good, it's interesting to see how that's 

applied.” Principal Josh attended an inclusive practices institute also to overcome resistance to 

inclusive practices stating that, “and then three months later we went to this social justice 

institute … and that was critical for them. Hugely critical. And I would say that approach to 
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resistance was I provided the education up front.” Principal Craig felt that attending an institute 

helped his staff overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities because the 

institute made them aware of the negative aspects of segregated instruction. He said:  

We went out to … their summer leadership institute. …We looked at each other and, 

‘We've done everything wrong.’ Right? It was one of those moments where it just upends 

everything and you're like, ‘Oh my God.’ Then you realize you did the best you could at 

the time with what you were doing. 

Principal Rebecca also attended an institute with a team to overcome resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities stating that, “I think when we started getting really kind of heavy into 

the inclusive practices was about three years ago when we sent a team, there was 17 of us, who 

attended the [institute].” 

 Provided coaching and modelling. Principal Kristine discussed how bringing in an 

outside expert to coach teachers could be a useful strategy for overcoming resistance to inclusive 

practices. She felt it was important to: 

Have an expert come in to really teach to the points of, I don't want to say the benefits of 

inclusion, teach to the point of co-teaching models, of UDL, and follow through with 

coaching, so that teachers do feel comfortable and well equipped to differentiate in the 

classroom for many types of learners. 

Principal Charlene also explained how she found coaching an effective strategy for overcoming 

resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities, “We had been talking about equity and just 

making sure that we have equitable learning for all and so part of that initiative was bringing in 

[a presenter] to coach and provide guidance and support and professional development.” 
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Principal Brian relied on the same strategy and described how bringing in a coach could help 

overcome resistance to inclusive practices:  

I found a facilitator, a trainer coach from the East Coast, who came out and was with us 

once or twice a year for like four or five years. She was really good. Our teachers, I think, 

got very good at co-teaching. I think we had some teams that were as good as anybody 

you could probably find anywhere in the country. 

He went on to explain how he continued to provide coaching to support inclusive practices 

stating, “she [the coach] was here with us, she does some coaching visits. She was here with us a 

week ago with our core team.” 

 Principal Kathryn provided a coach to facilitate professional development for teachers to 

overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities stating that: 

She [the coach] is contracted and she comes in and she works with our teams in co-

teaching and inclusive practices. She does a conference, like more of a PD type of 

experience. And then she pushes in and observes and gives specific feedback to co-

teaching teams that happens on a pretty regular over the course of the last few years. 

Principal Kristine related how she brought in a coach to provide inclusive practices professional 

development, relating that, “we had [a coach] specifically come to our building and do some 

coaching, so we did a full day. … We wanted, one of the places that I want to go is looking more 

at UDL [inclusive practices].”  

 Principals also brought in coaches for less experienced teachers to help deliver 

professional development to overcome teachers’ resistance to including students with 

disabilities. Principal Charlene explained how bringing in a coach helped a new teacher learn 

inclusive practices: 
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We have a brand-new graduate teacher here and so she's just unsure like, ‘What do I do? 

Should I call someone? Should I not?’ …I think, wow, she's doing really well for a first-

year teacher and it's just helping her to build those strategies of what to do. It's okay to 

stop the class and say, ‘Everybody come over and sit by me. Let's talk about this.’ It's that 

coaching, that supporting. Sometimes it's taking on the child so that they can watch 

what's happening and just work with them. 

Principal Paul also brought in an outside expert to provide coaching for a new teacher explaining 

how, “We also had an instructional coach working with her. … And it was weekly observation 

and coaching conferences.” 

 While some principals brought in outside experts to coach teachers with professional 

development to overcome resistance to inclusive practices, other principals hired teachers 

already on staff as coaches or coached teachers themselves. Principal Brad said, “I've been doing 

some coaching with that teacher on case management [of students with disabilities] and that 

person has been getting some coaching from a couple of other people in the district.” Principal 

Katie explained how she employed a teacher in the building to coach a less experienced teacher 

on inclusive practices, saying, “We're having the new department head work alongside her for a 

couple of days. Coaching her up.” Principal Charlene discussed how she provided coaches to 

model inclusive practices by providing: 

someone in the room supporting and modeling what it looks like when you are talking 

with a child [with a disability] or you are helping to teach them what the next step is that 

they need to be doing. Setting up systems so that you can model for them what may be a 

check in and check-out system or a thumbs-up system is. I think sometimes some of my 
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more rockstar teachers do that automatically within the [general education] classroom … 

but others need to be taught how to set that up and taking ownership of it. 

Principal Kathryn also relied on teachers in her building to model inclusive practices for teachers 

who were resistant to inclusion of students with disabilities. She explained that, “I have some 

teachers that do it [inclusive practices] very, very well, and could be models for that and we do 

have others [teachers] coming in to observe some of that.” 

 Facilitated book studies and reading. Principals facilitated books studies and reading as 

professional development to overcome resistance of inclusion of students with disabilities. 

Principal Emily described how, “we did a book study, …with a big group of people, …so they 

started implementing it [inclusive practices] in one classroom, and then since then we've 

expanded it.” Principal James talked about how he overcame resistance to inclusive practices 

with a teacher because, “she was really open minded to doing a book study … getting some 

background knowledge in that area [inclusive practices], and also the different ways, different 

things that we can do to try to support students [with disabilities].” Principal Melanie also relied 

on readings as professional development to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with 

disabilities remembering that, “I can think of conversations where I would have an article [on 

inclusive practices] in front of me that I asked her to read and we would discuss it.” Principal 

Matthew also felt that reading was important for overcoming resistance to inclusive practices, 

stating, “you need to do some legwork and you need to do a little reading. You need to 

understand.” 

 Provided professional development to new teachers. Some principals felt it was valuable 

to provide professional development on inclusive practices to new teachers to develop support 

for inclusion of students with disabilities. Principal James said, “the new people we've had 
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coming in, been a real big focus on getting them up to date on hooking up with our literacy 

coaches, reading specialists.” Principal Kristine also talked about how the school district 

provides professional development for new teachers to support inclusive practices. She said, 

“They have really mentored the newer teachers in a way that is like, this is what we do, this is 

what we do for all kids. This is the [inclusive practices] model that we follow.” 

Educated parents. In addition to providing professional development to teachers, some 

principals also felt that it was important to educate parents who were resistant to inclusion of 

students with disabilities (3/16 principals, four instances). Principal Melanie felt that, “one of the 

things that we could do better always, would be to educate our parents more.” She went on to say 

that: 

We need to educate parents on what it's [inclusive practices] supposed to look like, and 

when they come in and they want to target a kid [with a disability], we have to do a better 

job of educating them on why that's so inappropriate. And that we're not going to move 

that kid [with a disability] out of their wealthy school just because it's upsetting them. 

Principal Jacob felt similarly, that to overcome parent resistance to inclusive practices, he needed 

to take the time to educate them, saying, “That's the one thing we could do better, too, is 

education from a parent standpoint, not just to parents with students who have disabilities, but as 

more of a community approach.” Principal Craig also mentioned parent education as a way to 

overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities, stating, “Then I had to put myself 

in their [parents] perspective. They have no idea. So, then I used it as an opportunity to say, as 

much as you can.” 

 Professional development to overcome resistance to inclusive practices manifested as 

providing professional development for teachers and as educating parents.  
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Hold Teachers Accountable 

 In addition to professional development, principals held teachers accountable as a second 

set of technical change strategies to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. Principals held 

teachers accountable in four ways: (a) removed teachers; (b) gave directives; (c) evaluated 

teachers, and; (d) expected compliance. 

 Removed teachers. Principals held teachers accountable by removing teachers who did 

not support including students with disabilities (10/16 principals, 26 instances). Principal Katie 

expressed why it was important to have the right people in place to build support for inclusive 

practices:  

I feel like you need to have the right people in the seats on the bus, and you know, while I 

want everybody who wants to be a teacher to have a job, I feel like the only way you can 

get this really, really hard work [inclusive practices] done is to have the right people. 

Principal Rachael explained the impacts on a teacher if they were resistant to including students 

with disabilities and the option to leave her building she provided to them if they remained 

resistant to inclusive practices:  

We have the theory of action that we tell people, if you don't believe in [inclusive 

practices], that's okay, but you're going to really have a long and arduous year, because 

this is our belief about kids. So, if you aren't on board, if you're the person who's like "I 

want the EBD [segregated] room," then that school down the hill might be hiring, but this 

isn't the place for you because we're not going to go backwards. 

Principal Matthew expressed a similar sentiment regarding teachers’ resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities, saying that, “Yeah, they either leave or they get on board. That's the 

choice.” Principal Melanie also related how teachers who were resistant to inclusive practices 
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left the district, stating that, “the people who weren't on board eventually left and went to other 

districts.” She explained further, “in the third year, I had two resisters [to inclusive practices] 

leave and the next year it was two or three more… Once we got rid of those people, I didn't have 

resisters.” 

When Principal Jacob encountered teachers who were resistant to inclusion he felt, “it's 

okay to tell people this [inclusive practices] is what we're about and if you're not liking what 

we're about, then this may not be the right place for you.” He told teachers who did not support 

inclusive practices, "Look, I will help you. If this is not where you want to be, then I will help 

you find something different that may be a better fit." Principal Craig felt that because he 

supported inclusion of students with disabilities, they knew he was willing to remove them if 

they were resistant to inclusive practices. He explained this as:  

I’ll be honest with you, it starts at the top. They saw that I was fully on board. This 

[inclusive practice] is something I believe in. ‘Hey, if this is not something I believe in, 

then I need to go to another school, because my boss supports this. He's on board, so it's 

going to happen. I guess I have to be on board or at least fake it. That I feel it.’ 

Principal Kristine encountered teachers that did not support inclusive practices who ended up 

leaving her building stating: 

Two have left. ‘Was it around that attitude around inclusion [of students with disabilities] 

and all kids are ours?’ One was, yeah. … both were. … One was just more of a strict 

pullout and this is what I believe in. 

Principal Charlene encouraged teachers who did not support inclusion of students with 

disabilities to retire or resign. She described how, “I think encouraging retirement happened 

from, let's make a plan [to implement inclusive practices] and let's see what we can do and that 
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maybe encourage some retirements that way.” She also related a story of a teacher who did not 

accept inclusion of students with disabilities, “There was one very struggling teacher who we 

were on the route to nonrenewal [firing] and then she ended up resigning in the very end.” 

 Principal Josh explained that to overcome resistance to inclusive practices, he also held 

teachers accountable by removing them, “We're laying off our teachers who are not very good, 

or who don't want to teach them [students with disabilities].” He explained further: 

In fifth grade I had five teachers. I have one teacher back from last year. …Then in fourth 

grade I have two new teachers. One left, and then the other one I moved to fifth. So, I had 

to do a change in those two teachers … As a team they're doing way better too. So 

basically, right now I have six core teachers per grade level, which is five core teachers 

plus special education teachers. I have 30 core staff, plus other staff of course. 30 core 

teachers, I've hired 22 in 2 and a half years. 

Principal Josh believed that holding teachers accountable by removing them was an essential 

strategy to overcoming resistance to inclusion. He felt that: 

We need to move these people out of that profession, or out to a different context, period. 

… We spend too much time trying to convince people, and not enough time saying let's 

get the right people on the bus. 

Principals found holding teachers accountable by removing them or transferring them to another 

building to be an effective strategy for overcoming resistance to inclusive practices. 

 Gave directives. Principals gave directives to include students with disabilities as a form 

of accountability to overcome resistance to inclusive practices (7/16 principals, 19 instances). 

Principal Josh explained how directives held teachers accountable, stating that, “I had a critical 

conversation with the grade level teachers, I said that [segregated instruction] doesn't happen 
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anymore. That just doesn't happen, you don't let it happen. I just made it very clear to them that 

that doesn't happen.” Principal Josh also told a story about how he: 

had enough, and I just told the sup [superintendent], I told him very directly I put an end 

to this and it's not happening anymore. They asked me about the field trips and I said no. 

You go on field trips with their grade level peers. No more segregated field trips. 

Principal Matthew was very blunt in describing how he employed directives. When asked if 

there has been support for inclusion of students with disabilities, he replied, “They have no 

choice.” He went on to describe how he told teachers, “this [inclusive practices] is what we're 

going to do, this is how we're going to do it and this is the way, the direction we're going to go.” 

 Principal Josh mentioned that he relied on directives in another way, by establishing non-

negotiable practices that he made clear to his staff:  

you have to have a few non-negotiables that staff understand. I mean a few, maybe a 

couple. The people who understand who I am have no problem with those. The ones that 

don't want to understand have problems with them. So, I think with few non-negotiables, 

and then you've got to hold tight to where you got to be very consistent with them. 

Principal Angela established non-negotiables as directives to overcome resistance to inclusive 

practices as well, saying:  

We want all kids in for the mini lesson, and we want all kids [including students with 

disabilities] in for language studies time, … almost all new reading and writing content is 

brought in during language studies and then you're kind of bringing that into reading and 

writing workshop. So, that's a pretty essential time for all kids. That was like our first like 

non-negotiable, all kids, mini lessons, language studies. 
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Principal Craig also explained how he relied on non-negotiables as directives, “I think it was 

more like helping people understand that this is the path we're going to go down because it's 

what I believe in. It's what I believe to be right, so it's non-negotiable.” 

 Principal Paul described how directives aided in overcoming resistance to inclusive 

practices stating: 

And I looked at it, I was like, ‘That's [segregated instruction] just not going to happen.’ 

That they need to learn, they need to learn differently and we need to provide more and 

different to them … But no, they're not going because, no. 

Principal Jacob described how he addressed a situation when teachers were resistant to inclusion 

of students, stating, “if they're like, ‘It's [inclusive practices] disruptive to my classroom. They 

don't need the putty. Kids need to be in rows.’ They're resistant. I'll just say, ‘We're not doing 

that.’ Yeah. I just say, ‘That's really not gonna happen.’” He went on to tell a story about a 

meeting regarding a student with a disability where: 

we were talking about a student's [with a disability] needs and someone said on the team, 

‘Well, what if his teacher next year doesn't like that [inclusive practice]?’ I'm like, ‘Well, 

too bad. It doesn't matter. It doesn't matter. Next. Next item on the IEP.’ I mean, I'm not 

gonna entertain that anymore because I'm done with it. It's not a discussion. 

Principal Jacob also explained how over time he relied on directives more frequently to 

overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities: 

as I get a little bit older, I am growing less, my tolerance for what I consider to be bullshit 

is less and less. So, I just don't really want to put up with it [resistance to inclusive 

practices] and I don't dilly dally around with stuff. So, I think that I try to let people come 
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to their own conclusions first, and if it's not hitting home, I'll just be like, ‘Look, this is 

just what it is and this is what I'm telling you.’ 

Principals used directives as a strategy to overcome resistance to inclusive practices by telling 

teacher to directly include students with disabilities or by establishing non-negotiable inclusive 

practices that they referenced. 

Evaluated teachers. Principals evaluated teachers as a third accountability measure to 

overcome resistance to inclusive practices (8/16 principals, 13 instances). Principal Jacob found 

written documentation useful in holding teachers accountable to inclusive practices relating how, 

“I follow back up with them and I often follow back up with then in writing and let them know 

that if you're gonna be here, this is not how things are going to go.” Principal Melanie also held 

teachers accountable through written documentation when teachers resisted inclusion of students 

with disabilities stating that when a teacher did not use inclusive practices she, “wrote her up.” 

Principal Kathryn indicated that, “extra observations” were an effective way to evaluate 

teachers to hold them accountable. Principal Paul described observations and the other 

evaluation measures he took to overcome a teacher’s resistance to including students with 

disabilities:  

at mid-semester, she was identified as needing improvement through many observations 

and formal observations. So, second semester, it was weekly meetings to discuss the 

lesson plans, questioning strategies, different assessment strategies. I observed her every 

week, second semester that year. I think by the end of the year, there were 32 mini 

observations that were done for the teacher, and it was the conversation, this is formative, 

just like we talked for students, this is formative for you, let's talk, let's have that open 

dialogue, how can we help, what can we do? 
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Some principals wrote evaluation plans that identified the inclusive practices teachers 

needed to implement to hold teachers accountable to inclusive practices. Principal James related 

that: 

this [inclusive practices] is still what we're gonna do and if that resistance continues and 

becomes an issue then maybe that's something, a plan of improvement needs to be put in 

place to support that teacher and make that growth in that area, if at all possible. 

Principal Kristine also described using evaluative improvement plans to hold teachers 

accountable, ‘‘And then, what did you do to address [resistance to inclusive practices]?’ Just 

some frank conversations. Some, you know, an improvement plan.” Principal Katie related a 

story about a teacher who refused to implement inclusive practices for students with disabilities 

saying, “She was on a plan of improvement. … We provided coaches and then put her on the 

plan of improvement … I had her turn in lesson plans. We talked about the lesson plans. [She] 

just couldn't do it.” 

 Principal Paul was the only principal who mentioned using accountability measures 

external to the school district to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. He 

said: 

And this year has been much easier because I've been able to say, ‘By the way, just so 

you know, we're on a [state] audit year, so everything we're doing is under the 

microscope. So, go ahead, if you really want to put yourself under that microscope, go 

ahead and violate what we've talked about.’ It's like external accountability has been 

helpful. 

Principals evaluated teachers to hold them accountable through written documentation, 

observations, plans of improvement, and through external agencies. 
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 Expected compliance. Principals expected compliance from teachers as a fourth 

accountability measure to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities (4/16 

principals, six instances). Principal Paul explained how, “some [teachers] are just willing to 

accept change, and there are some people who are just, well, because the boss said so I'm going 

to be compliant.” Principal Matthew also felt compliance aided in overcoming resistance to 

inclusion stating: 

I think that some of it may be they're compliant. Some people may have to be compliant 

to hold their job, but you know what? If that’s what it has to take, that's what it has to 

take, because we're all going to be walking this path.  

Principal Charlene felt that one way she was able to overcome resistance to inclusion was 

because expected compliance with her expectations: 

I think the expectation [for inclusive practices] was set and it was clear and many 

educators are real followers and I think they just want for the leaders to be happy and 

everybody to be happy, so they just follow along. 

Principal Craig also experienced teacher compliance as a way to overcome resistance to 

inclusion, relating that, “There very well could be a pocket here still that may not be on board 

[with inclusive practices], but they're just going along because they see that that's something that 

the administration's embraced.” He followed up by saying that he had: 

a couple of [special education] teachers who are wanting to go in that direction [inclusive 

practices] and a couple others who wanted to, but maybe didn't want to take the lead and 

were just okay to go along and see how it played out. 

The two categories of technical change covered so far are: provided professional 

development and held teachers accountable. Principals held teachers accountable by removing 
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teachers, giving directives, evaluating teachers, and expecting compliance. Next, I discuss how 

principals provide support to teachers as the third category of technical change. 

Provide Support to Teachers 

 Principals relied on a third category of technical change, provide support to teachers, to 

overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. This category manifested as: (a) 

provided support staff; (b) provided administrative support, and; (c) developed supportive 

schedules and structures.  

 Provided support staff. Principals provided additional support staff to assist teachers in 

the general education setting to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities 

(8/16 principals, 23 instances). Principal Charlene related how some teachers who were resistant 

to inclusion of students with disabilities would ask, “Is there going to be someone to support 

[inclusive practices] if there's support that's needed?” She explained that: 

When you are able to provide that support in a consistent and timely manner and teachers 

are able to see, yes [inclusive practices] is happening and they are living true to what they 

said was going to happen, they tend to jump on the bandwagon. 

Principal Melanie provided support staff when teachers had students with behavioral disabilities 

to overcome resistance to inclusive practices: 

I think maybe EBD [students with behavioral disabilities] would have been a little more 

challenging, again, but again, that's just making sure the teachers have the supports 

necessary that if a kid has a trigger and goes off, that they're not standing there with 25 

kids trying to figure out what to do. 
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Principal Kristine ensured that a support team was in place to overcome resistance to inclusive 

practices, “We've got our structure for the student support team. Typically, with students with 

IEPs [disabilities], that was a precursor.” 

 Principal James provided support staff with expertise in reading to overcome resistance to 

inclusion of students with disabilities. He described how, “it's just trying to support that teacher 

as much as we can. Maybe finding ways to try to get extra support in there if we can or bringing 

in somebody else, like a literacy coach.” Principal Melanie provided staff who were adept at 

reading and math instruction to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. She said, “We got a 

reading specialist involved and our Title I math people involved and really moved the needle 

with kids [with disabilities].” When Principal Jacob encountered resistance to including students 

with disabilities he ensured that pupil services staff, as well as other students, were involved:  

we'll talk about different steps that we could take, social worker, counselor. Counselors 

often get involved. In our school we have a couple of assistant principals who may get 

involved. We also have positions that work with students that are identified as youth 

advocates with circles of support.  

Principal Emily provided staff support when teachers were resistant to including students with 

disabilities in the general education setting in early childhood, “If we have a student with autism 

in 4K, he's just a student with autism in 4K. We provide supports, and the EC [early childhood] 

teacher helps.”  

 Principal James supported general education teachers by providing support from special 

education teachers to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. He stated that: 

our compromise was trying to get a little bit more support with the kids [with disabilities] 

instead of just saying, ‘Here you go.’ But, [the general education teacher] needed to 
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directly talk to the special ed teacher for them to try to figure out instead of going the 

other direction of indirectly talking about it. 

Principal Paul also facilitated support from special education teachers to overcome resistance to 

inclusion of students with disabilities, saying: 

we need to provide more and different [support] to them [general education teachers], and 

I have no problem if we need to do a math resource room with you and them and a 

special education teacher one period where we doubled them up in math so that they can 

really get that learning. 

Principal Melanie ensured that teachers supported each other if behavioral issues arose. She said: 

It's like the thing where if a teacher was walking past a classroom and there was a 

meltdown going on, special ed or not, they would enter the room. … ‘Do you want me or 

not?’ Nobody would say, ‘Leave, or I've got it.’ … People genuinely appreciated that. 

That teacher might take over the classroom teaching for a minute, while the other teacher 

could go over and get the kid back in the game, and then the teacher would just fade back 

out the door. 

 Principals regularly provided additional support staff in the form of paraprofessionals, 

teaching assistants, or educational assistants – staff who were not fully licensed teachers but 

were hired and trained to assist with students. Emily stated that, “If we really feel like there's a 

child [with a disability] who really needs to be in the classroom more, we might use a 

paraprofessional and work with that paraprofessional in there.” She elaborated on this by saying: 

We have quite a few special education paraprofessionals, and we try to keep them mostly 

in classrooms, and I think it feels like we've added so many paraprofessionals, and I think 

part of that is because we're trying to keep kids [with disabilities] in classrooms, and in 
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some ways that's become a little bit of a challenge because I think that's our goal, to keep 

them in there, but we can't have a paraprofessional in every classroom, can't. We just 

can't. So, that's been a bit of a balancing act, and it feels like it's become an expectation, 

that, ‘Well, if I'm gonna have this kid [with a disability] in my room, or these two kids in 

my rooms, I need somebody in here most of the time.’ 

Principal Charlene also related the support she provided from educational assistants to overcome 

resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities, “part of it is the support that they [general 

education teachers] have with them. Each of my special education teachers has three to four 

assistants that work with them and so that is also built in.” Principal Matthew relied on 

educational assistants to support general education teachers as well, stating, “We tried to get an 

EA [educational assistant] in with them or we try to get a learning strategy of team teaching 

model in there in the heavy classes like that.” 

 Principal James talked about how he employed special education assistant support to 

overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities: 

that way we have a lot of special ed assistants that support in pulling those resources and 

collaborating together as a special ed unit on where we can maximize them in the 

[general education] classroom to support our students [with disabilities] so they can be 

successful. 

He went on to say that: 

if it is a situation then we need to make sure we have support in there for that student 

[with a disability] if we can. And typically, we try to if there's that much of a difference, 

we usually have someone in there to try help support that. It's typically a para 

[paraeducator], typically. Sometimes a special ed teacher will get in there. 
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Principal Melanie discussed why providing staff support to teachers helped to overcome 

resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities in the general education setting: 

Just finding every way we can get more bodies into a room so a teacher feels like I'm not 

in there with three kids [without disabilities] who are kind of disruptive and then I've got 

six that are special ed that are disruptive and it's only me. 

Principals provided support staff to overcome resistance to inclusive practices through certified 

teachers, specialists, special education teachers and educational assistants. 

Provided administrative support. As a second strategy to provide support to teachers, 

principals supported teachers through their administrative discretion to overcome resistance to 

inclusive practices (9/16 principals, 19 instances). Principal Craig explained why he felt 

personally supporting teachers was a useful strategy for overcoming resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities: 

I think that people understand you're in the mix. You're down in the weeds with them and 

you're willing to be present and offer support, even if you can't solve the problem right, 

it's like, ‘Okay. Well, at least he talked to me. He understands where I'm coming from 

and he's going to try to figure it out for me.’  

Principal Josh explained that when teachers were resistant to inclusive practices, “we needed to 

provide some remediation for teachers as well as some support.” To support teachers, he said he 

was, “going to support the living daylights out of them.” He explained further how his support 

helped teachers overcome their resistance to inclusive practices, “I think they saw the light 

because they knew if they wanted to be supported by me and I would support them, I think that's 

part of it.” Principal Jacob said that to overcome resistance to inclusive practices, “You have to 

give them the right supports.” 
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Principal Katie overcame resistance to inclusion by substitute teaching in a general 

education teacher’s classroom so that the teacher could get support from others, saying, “today I 

subbed in her room so that she could meet with the school psych and the special ed teacher that 

was there that day.” Principal Angela met with a general education teacher regularly to overcome 

resistance to inclusive practices, stating, “I'm going to be meeting with the teacher every week 

and here are some of the ways that we're gonna, you know, through planning, help your kiddo 

[with a disability] be successful.” She also described how she collaborated with a general 

education teacher to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities, saying: 

‘we can figure this out. Let's work. Let me get you some time with, how can I help you 

with that’ or to partner them with somebody who can help them figure it out. Just day by 

day, you know. Unit by unit, or whatever. I think just making sure they have the support 

to do it. 

Principal Brad also worked with general education teachers personally, addressing 

resistance to inclusive practices: 

head on, call it what it is but in a non-judgmental way. I noticed blank, tell me more 

about that. I noticed that we're trying to have [a student with a disability] stay in the 

classroom more but he's been out the last three days, tell me more about what's going 

there. Just listen, validate, how can I support. 

Principal Jacob also worked with teachers personally to overcome resistance to inclusive 

practices, stating, “I try to provide different thoughts and I try to provide different pieces for 

reflection so the people can come to the conclusion on their own. Sometimes that's effective.” 

 Principal Brad felt that if he could, “be there to support with behaviors,” of students with 

disabilities he could help general education teachers overcome their resistance to inclusive 
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practices. Principal Katie relied on the same strategy to overcome resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities indicating, “we've offered to just come in, step in and take the class so 

you can get a breather so you can just go do whatever you need. We try to support them 

personally.” Principal Paul related a story about how he personally supported a student with a 

disability in a general education classroom to overcome resistance to inclusive practices:  

last year there was a student who was experiencing behavior issues who is EBD [has a 

behavior disability] and it was related to a situation outside of school, and they were 

really struggling in their social studies class, and for two weeks straight I went into that 

class, that period. I sat there, sat next to the student, started whole period, gradually 

weaned it down to like five minutes. By the end of two weeks, it was just checking in and 

making sure the student was doing okay and then I didn't need to be in the room 

anymore.  

Principal Josh explained the various ways he personally supported teachers to overcome 

resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities:  

Here's how it looks like is that it's little things. You lend them an ear, you also are in their 

classroom quite a bit just walking through to see how they're doing, and I can tell pretty 

much when a teacher is stressed, and sometimes it's just letting them know ... see, one of 

the things that has come up consistently is that they feel they are harder on themselves 

than what I am. … Then I got to tell them it's going to be okay, slow it down, and they're 

making huge progress and gains with kids, but it's not to what they want, … And they're 

making a huge impact here, but it's not to what they expect of themselves. So, I have to 

mitigate that and say it's going be okay. …You get ten days off a year, you can use them 

how you want, you don't need to lie. I think it helps keep them refreshed. …here's the 
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other thing we support them. We are not crazy evaluative on the whole [teacher 

evaluation] piece. … For example, some districts require two [student goals] and two 

[professional goals]. We require one of each and I tell them this. You do not write me a 

book. … I'm not worried about that. I want you teaching… So, I think those are some 

things on how we support them, and then also I don't get wound up if they need to leave 

early, they need to go here or there, they just tell me, I don't ask. … So yeah, it's the little 

things. Those are just little things that I do with them. But you always, if they need 

something, I get it. It's just the little stuff. 

Principals supported teachers personally by covering their classes, providing support in class 

with the teacher, planning with teachers, and using administrative discretion. 

 Developed supportive schedules and structures. As technical change strategies, 

principals provided support to teachers by providing support staff and by supporting teachers 

personally. Principals also provided support with a third strategy, by developed supportive 

schedules and structures for inclusive practices (7/16 principals, 9 instances). Principal Craig felt 

that having schedules in places was important but that to overcome resistance to inclusive 

practices: 

You've just got to jump in and figure out where it's going like we did and say, ‘Well, next 

year when we have our schedule, do this or reflect this because it's going to be way easier 

to manage resources.’ 

Principal Charlene also felt that one aspect to overcoming resistance to inclusion of students with 

disabilities was, “just the pieces, too, of how to schedule.” Principal Brian relied on his ability to 

build systems and structures to overcome resistance to inclusive practices stating, “I think one of 
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the expertise that I bring is more from systems and structures and how to build systems and 

structures [for inclusive practices]. That's something that I think I do well.” 

 Principal Kristine discussed how she built schedules to develop time for staff to work 

together to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities, “so this was my second 

year, we revamped our specials schedule entirely, and our leadership team put everybody on 

teams so that, you know, kind of work smarter, not harder, right?” Principal Angela also talked 

about how she adjusted schedules to overcome resistance to inclusive practices: 

I mean the schedule has been a big help, because what we have now are academic blocks 

that are aligned across a grade level. So, for a special education teacher who's supporting 

fourth grade, you know, I think it's just easier for them to be floating across rooms. 

Principal Melanie overcame resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities through the 

development of schedules as well stating, “We developed schedules to make sure that when 

appropriate, that all students were in classroom and the [special education] rooms that were 

pretty much ... self-contained, ... became basically a resource room.”  

Principal Emily worked to overcome resistance to inclusive practices through schedule 

changes and special education teachers’ caseloads. She said: 

‘Let's figure this out and figure out how we can reschedule everybody,’ and we had to 

switch who's on what caseload, so we were able to do those things, and it took us 

probably six months of planning before we could really implement [inclusive practices]. 

Principal Craig also looked at schedules differently and adjusted caseloads to overcome 

resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. He described how: 

We're thinking a little differently about maybe we don't have SPED teachers stay with the 

same caseload year after year, but rather stay with the same grade level to get familiar 
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with that grade level. Maybe we look a little differently at co-planning. ‘I hate to tell you 

guys, but this is not going to happen during the day. We're going to have to find time 

outside of the school day for you to plan. That's just the way it's going to be.’ 

Principal Kristine described how having someone on staff who was adept at developing 

schedules helped to overcoming resistance to inclusive practices: 

it totally helps with the inclusive model because the special teachers, one of them is kind 

of a scheduling master. She pulls out all the schedules and looks at, okay, how can we 

meet our instructional minutes within the reading block of this grade level, and that grade 

level. She kind of works her magic to get the scheduling going just right. That helps with 

our [inclusive] practices because then when kids go on their rotations of their literacy 

block or their math block, it just happens that the round is with this [special education] 

teacher. 

Principals provided support to teachers to overcome resistance to inclusive practices by 

providing additional support staff, through personal support as a principal, and by developing 

supportive schedules and structures.  

The technical change strategies already discussed were provide professional 

development, hold teachers accountable, and provide support to teachers. Next, I will discuss the 

fourth category of technical change strategies, facilitate collaboration.   

Facilitate Collaboration 

 Principals relied on a fourth category of technical change strategies, facilitate 

collaboration, to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. This category 

manifested as: (a) collaborated and co-planned; (b) engaged in problem solving, and; (c) 

leveraged professional learning communities.  
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 Collaborated and co-planned. Principals facilitated collaboration by providing time for 

teachers to collaborate and co-plan as a strategy to overcome resistance to inclusive practices 

(11/16 principals, 28 instances). Principal Josh explained that collaboration was important for 

overcoming resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities because, “it's also in our adult's 

best interest from a different standpoint that we all share our expertise and work towards the 

same goal.” Principal Charlene felt that time for collaboration was necessary to overcome 

resistance to inclusive practices, saying teachers needed a schedule, “so that you have 

collaboration time and that's just something I always hear about, is ‘how do we get time to 

talk?’” She went on to say that, “I think that's a big part of it, is making sure there's time for 

collaboration.” Principal Brad indicated that to overcome resistance to inclusion, “what we've 

been doing is we're trying to build a framework for collaboration in general.” Principal James 

also felt that to overcome resistance to inclusion it was important to be, “constantly collaborating 

as a whole team.” He went on to say that he needed to provide time for general and special 

education teachers, “to collaborate together and work together more because they're on an island 

technically, with the students [with disabilities] they are addressing.” 

 Principal James felt that it was important for the principal to collaborate with teachers to 

overcome resistance to inclusive practices. He said that, “we do collaborate with them [teachers] 

because they're the ones in there doing that work. And we need to get their feedback and also 

listen to their input.” Principal Rebecca collaborated with teachers to overcome resistance to 

inclusion of students with behavioral disabilities saying that it was important: 

because again you're meriting that conversation or you're warranting, I should say, that 

conversation around ‘why did it happen?’ Before any type of escalation, there is an 
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antecedent, and by talking about what that antecedent might be, we are now collaborating 

around that common problem. 

Principal Paul also collaborated with staff to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with 

disabilities about how to implement inclusive practices rather than specific student issues, 

stating, “‘This is what our vision is, this is where we are headed,’ and then have the staff help 

define the roadmap.” 

 Some principals defined collaboration more narrowly as co-planning. Principal Josh 

explained that to overcome resistance to inclusion he told teachers, “We will also have 

intentional co-planning sessions … You provide them the support to collaborate.” Principal 

Angela felt that providing time for co-planning was important for overcoming resistance to 

inclusive practices, stating that, “co-planning with the grade level teams that you're supporting 

should really be the second big rock that's going in your schedule.” Principal Kristine explained 

that she had provided time to co-plan which had helped overcome resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities, “Right now, I think we have a good, a fairly decent instructional design 

so that teachers can do some co-planning. Maybe not with everybody that touches those students 

[with disabilities], but with the ones who are the majority.” 

 Principal Katie also indicated that she had overcome resistance to inclusive practices by 

providing time for general and special education teachers to co-plan. She said: 

I feel like progress toward the special ed and regular ed teachers being a team and co-

planning on behalf of all students we've come a really long way with that, especially in 

the area of the special ed teacher, you've got to bring it. It's not going to be okay if you 

don't ask the regular ed teachers what they need from you. Like I said, everybody isn't 

great at that, but things go better when everybody on the co-planning team is confident of 
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not what the answer is to anything, but knows the students well enough to ask, ‘what are 

we going to try?’ 

Principal Katie went on to explain that she provided, “lots of time and learning and time and 

teams and half days and full days with subs … to co-plan.” Principal Kathryn also provided time 

for teachers to co-plan to overcome resistance to inclusion, stating: 

I try and infuse in time where they get some half-day times where it will be their literacy 

or a math coach or our ELL [English language learning] coordinator to kind of focus on 

how are they planning their lessons and how does co-teaching happen and what are the 

things that we're putting into play. A lot of that conversation has been around ‘what does 

the gen ed teacher do, and then how does the special education teacher bring in the 

special to it? What is it that you're doing to make the child [with a disability] be 

successful in that [general education] classroom?’ 

Principal Melanie found time for teachers to co-plan to overcome resistance to inclusive 

practices as well, saying: 

every Monday morning, we had other people in our building cover their [general 

education teachers] morning duties so that they could get half an hour to 45 minutes of 

just time with special ed teachers, set the stage for the week, go through lesson plans, go 

through things. 

Principals facilitated collaboration by finding time for teachers to collaborate and co-plan 

together as well by collaborating with teachers themselves. 

 Engaged in problem solving. The second strategy principals relied on to facilitate 

collaboration involved problem solving (11/16 principals, 17 instances). Principal Brad 

explained that to help overcome resistance to inclusive practices he, “found teachers to be far 
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more willing to jump into the fear of the unknown when you're very present and working, 

whether it's helping to plan, ‘what is this going to look like,’ problem solving.” He went on to 

relate how problem solving was a key strategy for him to overcome teachers’ resistance to 

inclusion. He said: 

Its problem solving. All behavior is communication and so trying to, as a team, 

understand what need is that student [with a disability] expressing, how are they meeting 

it, how could we meet it in a more developmentally appropriate way or a more ... a way 

that's gonna work better for everybody. 

Principal James explained that to overcome resistance to inclusive practices, “it's really just 

problem solving.”  

 Principal Brian relied on problem solving to overcome resistance to inclusive practices as 

well, stating, “If there's a problem, let's fix it. If there's something not working, let's not do it 

anymore, and that's very much my attitude.” Principal Matthew explained how he helped solve 

problems with teachers to overcome resistance to inclusion: 

They [teachers] push back and we say, ‘no, they’re [students with disabilities] going to be 

here,’ but let's sit down. Let's work through it. Let's get our behavior plans in order. Let's 

get our staff, let's meet with counseling, let's meet with the case manager. 

Principal Kristine described how she also brought in multiple people to problem solve to 

overcome resistance to including a student with a disability: 

Sometimes, we brainstorm about what might help. Just kind of call a meeting together 

with the special ed teacher, and our counselor, and myself, and another classroom teacher 

to you know, ‘Have you thought about this? Could we try this?’ It's a matter of putting 

our heads together and seeing, okay, what's a reasonable time for us to expect the student 
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to be in and what are the expectations that we have? …That was a lot of what we did. 

That was a lot of the support that we had in place last year. Collaboration problem 

solving with some extra support from staff. …so, it was definitely the expectation that we 

are going to collaboratively solve this. There's not ever an expectation of like you deal 

with it. 

Principal Charlene described that when resistance to inclusive practices occurred, she relied on: 

The problem solving that happens. Something that we can get stuck on is, ‘oh my gosh I 

need so much time to problem solve or collaborate,’ and all it really takes is just … five 

minutes and let's come out of that five minutes with one idea and try to go implement it. 

When Principal Craig encountered resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities, he asked, 

“So what can we do to make it work, to help? Give me ideas. It will be problem solved. We can 

make it work. Give me your ideas.”  

 Principal Brad drew on his experience in special education to problem solve with 

teachers to overcome resistance to inclusive practices stating: 

So, another thing that we've done is, fortunately I can do this because of my background 

in special education and all of that I've been involved in, so there were a couple of times, 

a couple of students, where we said, ‘let's meet and I'm gonna be there and I'm gonna 

help walk us through this process because I've done it many times before. Here's what it's 

gonna look like, here's the purpose, here's the goal.’ So sometimes being that involved as 

essentially me being the case manager and helping them to problem solve math, ‘what 

does math look like, how do we make math work? How do we keep them [student with a 

disability] in the classroom during math when we don't have a second body [teacher] the 

entire time?’  
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Principal Josh explained how he was not afraid to find new solutions to overcome resistance to 

inclusion of students with disabilities: 

I was also not afraid to admit when we were wrong and we had to change course. Not 

many principals like to ever admit they're wrong and change course. Admit, ‘Hey, this 

isn’t working, we got to fix it, or we got to maybe take a different approach,’ or just even 

admit ‘Hey, we screwed up, let's take a different route here.’ 

Principals engaged in problem solving with teachers themselves and by bringing in other 

individuals to overcome resistance to inclusive practices 

 Leveraged professional learning communities. In addition to collaboration and co-

planning, and engaging in problem solving, principals leveraged professional learning 

communities (PLCs) as a third strategy to facilitate collaboration to overcome resistance to 

inclusive practices (3/16 principals, five instances). Principal Melanie coopted PLCs to 

overcome resistance to inclusive practices, saying that, “we just kept persevering and the bottom 

line is we put it all under professional learning communities.” She went on to say that one 

strategy that helped overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities was, “really the 

tenets of PLCs.” Principal Rebecca felt that to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with 

disabilities she had to ensure the framework of professional learning communities supported 

inclusive practices. She explained that: 

Our PLCs, again, only focus on under impacted [students]. So, in our first grade class, 

that PLC you are only talking about students who on the pre-assessment were below 

benchmark, or who on the last summative data point were not where they needed to be 

with that skill. That narrows again your population. Now you're only talking about maybe 

five to seven kids. Our special education teachers were very fortunate. We align to each 
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grade level, so then they are a part of those PLC conversations, and for a lot of the 

academic needs, those kids [with disabilities] are just naturally, they land in that group.  

Principal Craig felt that PLCSs were useful in overcoming inclusion of students with disabilities 

but that they needed to be reinvigorated, saying: 

We had some PLC frameworks and that was working, but now it’s kind of fell apart this 

year. That's going to have to be where we start. Right? Really build that into the day or 

make it something that, ‘Okay, this is going to happen before school and you have to be 

there.’ 

 Principals facilitated collaboration through collaboration and co-planning, problem 

solving, and professional learning communities to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. 

Next, I discuss the final category of technical change strategies, leverage existing support. 

Leverage Existing Support 

 Principals enacted the technical changes strategies provide professional development, 

hold teachers accountable, provide support to teachers, and facilitate collaboration to overcome 

resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. As the final technical change strategy, 

principals leveraged existing support to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. Principals 

leveraged existing support in the following ways: (a) leveraged district office support; (b) relied 

on shared leadership and; (c) capitalized on student empathy. 

 Leveraged district office support. Principals leveraged support from the district office 

to overcome resistance to inclusive practices (12/16 principals, 18 instances). Principal Brian 

explained why district office support became necessary for him to overcome resistance to 

inclusion of students with disabilities, “I need to know that people with more positional authority 

than me aren't going to stymie this work [inclusive practices] that needs to be done. That was 
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really important before I even accepted the position.” Principal Charlene described how district 

office support helped her overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities: 

I would say from our top-down, we're supported. We've brought in assistance to help 

with freeing up time. Co-teaching takes more collaboration time and so we have those 

built in so that they have that time to meet with their teachers, plan, and problem solve 

together. We have good support.” 

Principal Josh identified the superintendent in the district office as supportive, saying, “he 

supported me moving those people [teachers resistant to inclusive practices] out, hugely, 

hugely.” Principal Katie also overcame resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities 

because she had a superintendent who was supportive of inclusive practices. She said that, “I 

want to say the same year we added a new superintendent and new director of teaching and 

learning and everybody came onboard with really strong, solid belief and skill in inclusive 

practices and high expectation for that.”  

 Some principals identified support from the special education director in the district 

office as critical for overcoming resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. Principal 

James said, “I think the district does a good job, our special ed director, who's new to us in the 

last year, and into this year is focused on making sure the students [with disabilities] are included 

in the classroom.” Principal Craig related a similar sentiment indicating that he received district 

office support from his special education director, describing her as, “super-passionate, and talk 

about someone who's down for the mission [inclusive practices]. It's been nothing but 100% 

support.” Principal Charlene explained how support from the special education director in the 

district office helped her due to a shared philosophy: 
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I would say from the moment I stepped in, … and realized that his [special education 

director] philosophy was same as my philosophy. That we wanted to meet the needs of 

what students [with disabilities] needed within the [general education] classrooms and so 

right away, we were building balanced classrooms. 

Principal Paul described how a change in special education directors led to increased support 

from the district office for inclusive practices: 

I think part of it also is we have a new director of special education and pupil services 

who was hired a couple of months after me who her entire focus is inclusion. That's what 

she believes in … And she came in and said, ‘Here's the strong focus. Here's where we're 

going to be working with our special education teachers specifically on this. How can we 

collaborate and work together?’  

Principal Rebecca also found support from the district office through the director of special 

education to be beneficial in overcoming resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities, 

saying, “Oh my gosh, yeah, there is a budget for it [inclusive practices]. Yes, yes, a hundred 

percent.” 

 Relied on shared leadership. As a second strategy to leverage existing support, 

principals relied on shared leadership to overcome resistance to inclusive practices (3/16 

principals, 4 instances). Principal Craig explained how shared leadership helped him overcome 

resistance to inclusive practices, stating: 

I really believe in distributed leadership for sure. That's a lot of our success here … ‘You 

find four or five people who really believe in your vision. You bring them on board and 

you just let them loose and do it.’ I believe we did that here.  
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Principal Matthew found that once some teachers supported inclusive practices, they held each 

other accountable through shared leadership. He described a situation where a teacher was 

vocally resisting inclusive practices, “you cannot believe the number of staff that were on his 

back before he was even out the door. …One staff is like, ‘Quit your whining, you know what to 

do.’” Principal Melanie explained how shared leadership worked and why it was her preferred 

way to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities:  

Absolutely, shared leadership all the way. Top down does not work. When I first started, 

I don't want to say that I was top down, because I was never top down, but it was trying 

to find people that wanted to share the leadership, because the same people that were 

resistant, where the people saying ‘Oh Melanie’s making other people do her job.’ And 

it's like, no, ‘this is all of our jobs.’  

Principals relied on shared leadership with teachers to hold each other accountable to overcome 

resistance to inclusive practices.  

Capitalized on student empathy. Along with leveraging district office support and 

relying on shared leadership, principals capitalized on student empathy to overcome resistance to 

inclusive practices (2/16 principals, 3 instances). Principal Melanie explained how student 

empathy was effective in supporting inclusive practices to overcome resistance to including 

students with disabilities in the general education classroom, “We teach our kids empathy and to 

walk a mile in somebody else's shoes. Our kids want to dig in and help kids [with disabilities] 

who were having a meltdown or in a wheelchair or whatever the situation was.” She also 

described how she overcame resistance to inclusion of a student with a behavioral disability in 

the general education classroom by working with students without disabilities: 
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And we'd go in and talk to the kids [without disabilities] and just say, "We can all tell that 

[the student with a disability], he's having a rough time right now. What might we do as a 

classroom community to make [him] feel more a part of this room?" And they would 

come up with ... We'd just brainstorm with the kids and then [the student with the 

disability] would show back up. 

Principal Paul described how student empathy helped him overcome resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities, stating that: 

I think it really helps being in a small community at times because students who would 

traditionally be in the intellectual disability classroom are socially accepted partially 

because of their peers [without disabilities]. … you have a 10th grade brother and a 12th 

grade sister and you're coming in as a seventh grader as a student who would traditionally 

be marginalized with intellectual disabilities. As families, they've just welcomed them in, 

all the way up, and they have friend groups. The student empathy is ... I think we have 

more student empathy than staff empathy at times. 

 In this chapter, I addressed the technical change strategies principals relied on to 

overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities: (a) provide professional 

development; (b) hold teachers accountable; (c) provide support to teachers; (d) facilitate 

collaboration, and; (e) leverage existing support. In the next chapter, chapter nine, I address the 

rationale principals provided for implementing inclusive practices that form the personal context 

around the ideological and technical strategies they implemented in response to staff resistance 

to including students with disabilities. 
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Chapter 9: The Reason Why Principals Implemented Inclusive Practices for Students with 

Disabilities 

 In chapters five and six, I addressed the resistance principals face in implementing 

inclusive practices. In chapters seven and eight, I addressed the strategies principals rely on to 

overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. In this chapter, I address why 

principals implemented inclusive practices as these reasons inform the strategies principals rely 

on to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. The principals identified ten 

reasons for inclusive practices for students with disabilities that sorted themselves into ten 

categories: (a) moral imperative;  (b) best for kids;  (c) access to general education; (d) improved 

academics; (e) self-identity; (f) role models; (g) legal obligation; (h) better for society, and; (i) 

preparation for life after high school.  

Moral Imperative 

 First, principals felt a moral imperative to implement inclusive practices for students with 

disabilities (10/16 principals, 25 instances). Principal Josh explained that he implemented 

inclusion for students with disabilities because it, “became a moral imperative of mine within 

about two months [as a principal].” Principal Katie explained that she implemented inclusive 

practices, “I guess because I look at it as a real imperative. It's a core belief of mine.” Principal 

Kathryn said, “And I think it's wrong on a human level to not do it [inclusive practices]. That's 

just not okay.” Principal Melanie explained that she implemented inclusion for students with 

disabilities because, “well, first of all, because it's morally right. It's ethically and morally right. 

Kids are entitled to a free and public education.” Principal Charlene felt that students had a right 

to be in the general education classroom, stating, “Though it's true, everybody has a right to be in 
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the classroom. Everybody has lagging skills. We work with them at those levels to help their 

skills along.’ 

 Principal Matthew explained that he could only work in an environment that supported 

inclusive practices saying, “I wouldn't teach in a place like that [segregated students]. I wouldn't, 

I wouldn't work in a place like that, that isolates people and treats people unfairly. It doesn't 

matter who they are.” Principal Paul explained why he supported inclusion of students in more 

detail, asking sarcastically: 

Oh, okay. So, we can just go ahead and say, ‘this person is different,’ and we're going to 

go put them in a home for the rest of their life. ‘Is that okay?’ No. It comes down to equal 

outcomes and equal opportunities. I realize that this is a romantic view of what the United 

States was founded on. It was founded on let's give everybody freedom and chances and 

you lift yourself up by your bootstraps, which is a whole load of crap. We all know that. 

We all know if you're economically advantaged, everything is easier. We know that, but 

we can't continue to perpetuate the system that puts students [with disabilities] at a 

disadvantage. 

Principal Kristin explained that it was a core value of hers to include students with disabilities in 

the general education classroom, “But the old system was, ‘You qualify. You have a special 

need. You go over here [segregated classroom].’ And that is just as a human wrong. It's just 

wrong. To the core of my being.” 

 Principal Brian also talked about how inclusion of students with disabilities remained one 

of his core values, relating that: 
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It [inclusion of students with disabilities] is, I would say, a core value of mine. It's been 

as long as I've been in education. … Yeah, as long as I've been a principal that's been 

important work to me. It's just a core value of mine. 

He went on to say: 

I just think it [inclusion of students with disabilities] is a moral imperative of mine that if 

that's public education, well what is public education as an institution. If we're saying ‘we 

do certain things for some kids’ and then your kid with a disability, ‘there's this room that 

might even be more like a closet,’ and we put you there, …And then we're gonna put you 

with underqualified teachers and we're gonna expect you to learn and flourish, and 

believe in yourself, and see yourself as a person of equal merit and value to your non-

disabled peers. I just feel like at every level that's just wrong. I think from an educational 

standpoint and from a moral, ethical standpoint inclusive practices are just the way we 

need to do things. 

Principal Rebecca talked about how inclusion of students with disabilities in the general 

education classroom was a right: 

 I think it's ‘we're here for all kids.’ You don't get to work in a public school and say we 

pick which ones we serve and we pick which ones we don't. Again, I think it starts with 

our belief about what we're here to do. We serve all kids, any kid who shows up at that 

door who lives in our attendance area, who has a right to this education is going to get the 

best that we have, and the best that we have is not isolating kids. 

Principal Craig also felt that inclusion of students was a right, saying: 



 188 

I mean, I really believe in what Martin Luther King talked about. What Bobby Kennedy 

talked about. Creating a just society. Creating opportunities for everyone. …Like I said, I 

do believe it's a civil rights issue and an equity issue. 

When asked why he supports inclusion of students with disabilities in the general education 

classroom, Principal Craig described his “Stature of Liberty speech.” He said, “I understand 

where you're coming from, but you have to understand this is a public elementary school. We 

take all kids and we believe in the right of all kids to learn in the [general education] 

classrooms.” 

Best for Kids 

 As a second reason to implement inclusive practices principals believed that inclusion of 

student with disabilities was “best for kids” (9/16 principals, 22 instances) Principal Craig 

explained the reason he felt it was necessary to include students with disabilities in the general 

education classroom: “We think this is what's best for kids. We feel this is a path we need to go 

on and we're going to do it together.” When Principal Charlene encountered questions about why 

she supported inclusive practices, she said, “That's where I continually go back to, ‘what is best 

for kids?’” Josh explained that the reason to implement inclusion for students with disabilities 

was because, “It's in the student's best interest,” and Principal Brad said that he implemented 

inclusive practices for students with disabilities, “Because it's what right by the kids.” 

 Principal Kristine described why she thought inclusion of students with disabilities was 

best for kids as, “Yeah, for the kid's sake. I totally strongly, absolutely feel that kids with 

disabilities should be in the [general education] classroom. I think that's where they can thrive 

best.” Principal Melanie felt that the reason to implement inclusive practices was, “You have to 

do right by kids first, and all kids.” Principal Jacob explained that for him it was imperative to 
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implement inclusion for students with disabilities because, “I feel too that it's this idea that ... I 

mean, going back to this idea that every student can learn and being able to understand that and 

being able to live that, not just talk about it.” Principal Matthew described how some teachers’ 

opposition to inclusive practices, “was teacher driven and that for them it was, it was not for the 

kids. And we had to have some conversations of how to get to what's best for kids, not what's 

best for staff.” When asked why she believed including students with disabilities was necessary, 

Principal Rebecca said: 

that's my job. My job is to serve all kids. It is not to serve a select group of kids. So, if I'm 

going to serve and grow these kiddos, I have to do so in a way that I know what's best for 

them. 

Access to General Education  

Third, principals supported inclusive practices because students with disabilities 

benefitted from access to general education classrooms (8/16 principals, 19 instances). Principal 

Angela explained that she supported inclusion of students with disabilities because: 

I mean I would say in general access to the classroom teacher who is the content expert. 

You know, being a part of a classroom community, the access to the peers and the, you 

know, all of the collaborative work that's going on. You know, part of this model 

[reading instruction] is being pretty purposeful about how the environment is set up so 

that anchor charts are reflecting what they're learning and so I think just access to that, all 

of that. … by design, I think, the classroom is set up for ... we're doing so much to try to 

set up the [general education] classroom for all learners. If they [students with 

disabilities] are not a part of that they're missing out on a lot of that. 
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She felt that, “There's no good way to have kids [with disabilities] pulled out. I feel like there's 

always a cost.” Principal Angela when on to explain that: 

I really absolutely do believe that access is huge. … [General education] classrooms are 

where everything should converge and where the best practices should be happening and 

where we can get better and better at designing for the edges. I think that if we're pulling 

kids [with disabilities] out of that we're just putting them at a huge disadvantage. 

Principal Josh also believed access to the general education classroom was a reason to implement 

inclusive practices stating, “They [students with disabilities] need to have access to a rigorous 

curriculum, grade level curriculum that all kids have access to.” 

 Principal Kristine felt that students with disabilities deserved access to the general 

education setting because, “You know, the classroom is their space just as much as anybody 

else's.” She went on to explain that, “students need access to grade level content. Regardless of 

no disability or disability, they should have access to learning those standards, and at least 

exposure.” Principal Melanie felt that students with disabilities were best served in the general 

education classroom because, “They're best educational survival is going to be right here with us 

[general education].” Principal James felt that students with disabilities deserved access to the 

general education classroom because, “the special ed teachers are not the ones most qualified to 

deliver grade level instruction. And so, we need them to be in the [general education] classrooms 

with the people who are most highly trained in that area.” He went on to explain that access to 

general education teachers for students with disabilities was important: 

because they're the most highly trained people that can deliver what that student [with a 

dilatability] needs in regards to the grade level. Our special ed teachers are K through 

five, they can't possibly know everything from kindergarten through fifth grade, it's 
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impossible. And so, the grade level teacher is the one that is the most highly trained for 

that grade level so they [students with disabilities] need to be a part of it. 

Improved Academics 

 As a fourth rationale to implement inclusive practices, principals felt students with 

disabilities performed better academically in inclusive settings (7/16 principals, 14 instances).  

Principal Paul explained his support for including students with disabilities in the regular 

education classroom, saying, “If we expect them to achieve on the level of others [students 

without disabilities], they have to experience the same [instruction].” Principal Brad also felt that 

the academic gains students with disabilities would make was a reason for inclusive practices 

stating: 

And one of the benefits is generally the carryover, the retention and carryover of skills to 

be able to apply what's learned to other settings is stronger as well because they [students 

with disabilities] are not learning them in isolation by themselves or with a small group. 

Principal Kathryn said that in segregated classrooms for students with disabilities, “We weren't 

getting the results that we wanted.” And she asked rhetorically, “So we're going to leave it at 

that?” She explained that if students with disabilities were left in segregated classrooms that, 

“Well, then we're just going to say that ‘these students [with disabilities] just stay academically 

where they are and don't make the growth that we see in other areas.’” Principal Kathryn did not 

accept this premise and felt that students with disabilities needed to be included in the general 

education classroom to gain academically.   

 Principal Matthew believed that it was important for students with disabilities to be 

included in the regular education classroom because, “Not only do they [students with 

disabilities] have to learn academically, but they have to know socially,” in order to be 
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successful. Principal Brian explained that he believed inclusion of students with disabilities was 

important because: 

 First of all, in terms of outcomes. If we're just driven by outcomes and results, there's 

really little to none that I'm aware of any sort of empirical data that would suggest, or 

even more specifically state, that kids with disabilities learn more in classrooms where 

they're removed from their age appropriate peers. If our job is to teach kids and have kids 

learn, just that alone [is a reason], if that's the only driver. It's just systems and structures 

that remove kids with disabilities from age appropriate peers, we're not going to reach 

those instructional outcomes. Right there that's a reason to do it. 

Principal Brian went on to explain his rationale further: 

My second point was, ‘What do we have to lose?’ Because there were kids [with 

disabilities] getting Ds and Fs in [segregated] general or paced classes. If it's about grades 

and credit attainment and getting kids [with disabilities] to graduate, some of them are 

failing now, so it's not like that goal is really being met either. 

Principal James felt that inclusion of students with disabilities in the regular education setting 

was important for the academic growth of students with disabilities. He said that he supported 

inclusive practices, “Just because they [students with disabilities] are gonna be able to maximize 

their growth, in our opinion, in that area.” He stated further that he felt that of segregated 

instruction, “it just doesn't maximize the growth that we're looking for.” 

Self-Identity 

 Fifth, principals felt students with disabilities should be included in the general education 

classroom because the self-identity of students with disabilities would improve (7/16 principals, 

12 instances). Principal Brad believed that inclusion of students with disabilities is: 
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also the right thing to do not just from the students’ perspective but also from the adult 

and the non-disabled peer perspective because every time we remove a student [with a 

disability] from the regular education setting we're sending a message to everybody, to 

that student, to their peers [without disabilities], and to the adults alike that says they're 

different, they're somehow not as good, somehow not as capable, and so if we're gonna 

change outcomes we have to start by changing inputs, I guess you could say. 

Principal Brad felt that inclusion of students with disabilities was best, in particular for students 

with learning disabilities because, “those students are so keenly aware that they're being treated 

differently when they have to go to that [segregated] room to do reading and math.” Principal 

Brian believed that when the school system was segregated for students with disabilities, it sent a 

message to students with disabilities:  

The system is telling you who you are and the system is telling you you're a low-achiever 

and probably a poor performer and probably a challenge. Well, if the system's telling you 

that's who you are, why would you be anything but that, right? Anything but that. 

Principal Brian felt that inclusive practices could lead to a positive self-identity for students with 

disabilities because, “the system starts telling you different messages, messages that say, ‘I 

believe in you,’ messages that say that ‘you belong,’ messages that say ‘you're capable,’ 

messages that say ‘you can achieve and you can achieve and meet high expectations.’”  

Principal Kristine also believed that inclusion of students with disabilities was a better 

practice because segregated instruction created a negative self-identity and: 

sends a message to both those in the classroom and out of the classroom of other, and that 

we ... I just feel like some of the stuff that we've been talking about with equity is the 

messaging that kids send over time and that maybe if you have to leave once, it doesn't 
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matter, right? When you do it day in and day out, or three times a day, day in and day out, 

over the course of six years, how are you going to feel? Are you going to feel like you 

belong in a classroom? Are you going to feel like you are worthy of being in the 

classroom? Yeah, what is that going to do to dropout rates? Of course, kids are going to 

hate school if they don't feel like they fit in. 

Principal Charlene also believed inclusive practices were best because segregated instruction 

created a negative self-identity. She said of segregated instruction that: 

it may look like things were working but did you really know where the emotional 

happiness of the kid was working? That's a piece that I mentioned about my brother [with 

a disability]. He knew on the inside he was different and that he had struggles and felt 

like he didn't belong because he was always being segregated from the rest of the group 

and our kids [with disabilities] know that. 

Principal Paul felt that inclusion of students with disabilities could have a positive impact on the 

self-identity of students with disabilities. He said: 

I see the other benefits that are not financial, that can't be quantified. … This student’s 

[with a disability] experience is a success. This student has a positive outlook on life. 

That's never going to be assessed on the state report card but that's something that matters 

to me, we're making a quality of life difference for that student emotionally as well, so 

we need to do that. 

Principal Emily believed that inclusion of students with disabilities was better for the self-

identity of students with disabilities because, “It can't feel good for a fifth grader to leave for 

three hours a day or two hours a day all the time.” 
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 Principal Angela felt that inclusive practices had a positive impact on the self-identity of 

students with disabilities because they were included with their nondisabled peers. She 

explained, “I think it would have to do a lot with belonging, I do. That kids [with disabilities] 

need to feel like they're a part of their classroom community.” Principal Emily explained that 

inclusive practices helped students with disabilities to, “feel like they're part of the group.” 

Principal Kristine believed that the self-identity of students with disabilities was positively 

affected by inclusive practices stating that inclusion of students with disabilities is, “a really 

important foundation for our staff here, and for myself philosophically, that kids need to feel 

cared about and included, and then learning can take place.” She went on to say of students with 

disabilities: 

I mean, thinking about that piece of wanting to fit in, wanting to feel cared for, wanting to 

feel valued, feeling like your ideas are valued and important, and then sending the 

message over and over again that nope, you can't be in here. You can't be in here, nope, 

only these kids [without disabilities] can be in here? I mean, what kind of message does 

that send? That's not okay. Especially with our most marginalized students, right? 

Students with disabilities, or ELL students, students of color. They need that support. 

They just need to feel like one of the group and when you're, you know, day in and day 

out, three times a day, you have to go here, you have to go here, you have to go here, I 

just think it sends the wrong message. 

Self-identity played a strong role in principals’ rationale for including of students with 

disabilities in the regular education classroom. 

Role Models 
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 As a sixth reason, principals felt including students with disabilities in the general 

education classroom provided positive role models from students who did not have disabilities 

and as a result, students with disabilities would benefit from learning better behavior (7/16 

principals, 7 instances). Principal James supported inclusive practices because for students with 

disabilities, “it was about being with like-minded peers, building those relationships with kids 

[without disabilities] that are your age also having those positive role models out there. Either 

socially, emotionally, or academically.” Principal Kathryn felt that: 

When kids [with disabilities] learn from their peers [without disabilities] and they learn 

by growing with one another and they can do way more than we often expect. And by 

pulling children [with disabilities] out and saying, ‘Well, you're just over here [in a 

segregated classroom] doing those things,’ we don't give them that opportunity. 

Principal Charlene felt that inclusion of students with disabilities helped them learn essential 

skills from their peers, stating: 

 at this level, those are the first skills that really need to be strong and for kids [with 

disabilities] to be included, that's a big part of how you talk to one another, how you 

share space with one another, for instance personal space. If I'm not taught to stay out of 

someone else's personal space, you are not going to want to be next to me. You are not 

going to want to be around me. If I'm always touching you, I'm going to be annoying to 

you. How do we teach those things so that kids feel good about being next to other 

people, being with them and that child [with a disability] feels successful as well? 

Inclusion brings the models, all of the pieces that they need from their peers [without 

disabilities] to make it happen at a faster rate. 
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Principal Josh agreed and believed inclusive practices were best because in a segregated 

classroom, “there are no role models.” 

Principals felt inclusion of students with disabilities would lead to students with 

disabilities displaying better behavior as a result of role models as well. Melanie felt that students 

with disabilities were sometimes better behaved because they were included in the general 

education classroom. She related a story of a student with a disability who: 

We should have been pulling him out more often than keeping him in because it was very 

disruptive to other kids [without disabilities]. It's just that when he was in the classroom, 

he was way better than when he was in a [segregated] resource room by himself. 

Principal Brian discussed how keeping students with disabilities together in a segregated setting 

led to negative behaviors and that: 

We had some of our very best veteran teachers involved in those [segregated] courses, 

who were still spending a ton of their time dealing with behavior management issues. A 

ton of their time dealing with behavior management issues and that was one of our big 

immediate successes, is that people found it so refreshing to separate those students [with 

disabilities] and not have them all together because there's a negative energy. They sort of 

feed off, they can feed off of one another and then if they're in those classes all day 

they're kind of trapped. 

Principal Brad also felt that it was important to include students with disabilities in the general 

education classroom because their behavior improved. He said that once some students with 

disabilities were included in the regular education setting, “One of the most fascinating things, 

and not that we should be surprised in hindsight, was that behavior problems went down for our 

students with intellectual disabilities.” 
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Legal Obligation 

 Seventh, principals believed they had a legal obligation to include students with 

disabilities in the general education classroom (4/16 principals, 5 instances). Principal Melanie 

stated to teachers their legal obligation to students with disabilities, “These kids have a right to 

the free public education.” Principal Rebecca also relied on the legal obligation to educate 

students with disabilities as a reason for inclusive practices, saying , “We don't have a sign up on 

our door that says as long as you're compliant, you can come in. We service all kids.” She also 

explained how the law applied specifically to educating students with disabilities in an inclusive 

way, stating: 

we talk again about least restrictive [environment]. If I have to, I'll bust out my law and 

say, ‘Here is legally what I have to provide to you [students with disabilities], and I have 

no data to suggest that this isn't what would be aligned to what we're proposing.’ 

Principal Jacob employed a similar rationale for inclusion of students with disabilities, saying 

that, “we legally have a responsibility to educate students in their least restrictive environment.” 

Principal Paul also relied on a legal obligation to educate students with disabilities in an 

inclusive setting as a reason for inclusive practices stating, “But if that teacher is really saying, ‘I 

don't want those students [with disabilities],’ then the final last argument is, ‘By the way, this is a 

legal obligation. You do not have a choice about doing this. It's a legal obligation.’” 

Better Society 

 As an eighth reason, principals believed including students with disabilities in the general 

education classroom results in a better society (4/16 principals, 4 instances). Principal Emily 

believed that inclusion of students with disabilities was important because all students benefitted 

from “growing up in a diverse society.” Principal Craig felt that inclusive practices were 



 199 

beneficial for society also. He felt that, “If we even just get a small percentage of those students 

[without disabilities] thinking differently or coming away with an attitude, of acceptance, and 

kindness, and gratitude, [it would] make society a better place.” Principal Kathryn felt that 

inclusion of students with disabilities was best for society, and asked, “if we look at society as a 

whole, ‘what place has pulling people away and out of it, has truly been the answer?’ It just 

hasn't.” Principal Paul also felt that inclusion of students with disabilities would be better for 

society because: 

these people [students with disabilities] are members of your community and they're 

going to continue to be members of your community. If they graduate high school, 

they're going to be productive members of your community. They don't graduate high 

school, they are not going to be productive members of your community.  

Preparation for Life After High School 

 As a ninth, and final reason, principals advocated for inclusion of students with 

disabilities to better prepared students with disabilities for life after high school. (2/16 principals, 

2 instances). Principal Paul felt that it was important to include students with disabilities in the 

general education setting because: 

If we don't give the students [with disabilities] the opportunities and don't give them the 

exposure, we can't expect them to succeed at the level of other students. And if you can't 

expect them to succeed at the level of other students, you're not going to see the 

educational outcomes for them, which impact them throughout their entire life. And we 

need to be preparing students in order to make sure they are able to succeed after they're 

outside of, well, not necessarily these four walls, but after they've graduated from high 

school. 
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Principal Matthew also felt that inclusion of students with disabilities was important for 

preparing them for life after high school, stating that, “society's not that way [segregated]. … 

Like I said, you just don't, if you were not teaching and preparing them for the way the world is 

now. …Then you know like shame on you.” 

 Chapters five and six addressed the resistance principals face in implementing inclusive 

practices. Chapters seven and eight addressed the strategies principals rely on to overcome 

resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. This chapter addressed the rationale 

principals gave for implementing inclusion of students with disabilities. In the next chapter, I 

compare the research findings to the literature. 
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Chapter 10: Discussion 

In this chapter, I compare the study findings to the literature discerning if the findings 

align, extend, or refute the literature. In chapter 11, I consider the usefulness of the conceptual 

framework that guided the data collection and analysis in light of the findings and I propose a 

theory of principal responses to resistance to inclusive practices. In Chapter 10, I also discuss the 

implications of this study for leadership practice, consider future research that extends this study, 

and identify the study’s limitations and significance. 

The Resistance Principals Face When Implementing Inclusive Practices 

In Table 9, I detail how this study’s findings, related to the resistance principals face 

when implementing inclusive practices compare to the literature. First, I discuss the findings that 

align with the literature. Then, I discuss the study findings that contribute new ideas to the 

literature. 

Table 9  

The Resistance to Inclusive Practices Principals Encounter 

Findings  Literature Review 
Categories of 

Resistance 
Forms of 

Resistance 
Negative 
beliefs 

Perceived harm to 
students without 
disabilities 

Perceived negative impact on students without 
disabilities (DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2013); 
DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2014); DeMatthews 
(2015); Fox & Ysseldyke (1997); Frick et al. (2012); 
Mayrowetz & Weinstein (1999); Rice (2006); Theoharis 
(2007)) 

Low expectations 
of students with 
disabilities 

Low expectations (Fox & Ysseldyke (1997); 
DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2014); DeMatthews 
(2015); Marks et al. (2014); Smith & Leonard (2005); 
Toson et al. (2013)) 

Lack of shared 
ownership for 
students with 
disabilities 

Avoidance of additional work (DeMatthews & 
Mawhinney, 2014; DeMatthews, 2015; Mayrowetz & 
Weinstein, 1999; Rice, 2006; Theoharis, 2007; 
Theoharis et al., 2016) 
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Perceived negative 
impact on teachers’ 
self-efficacy and 
peer judgement 

 

Perceived 
harm to 
students with 
disabilities 

Perceived harm to 
students with 
disabilities 

Perceived harm to students with disabilities 
(DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2013); DeMatthews & 
Mawhinney (2014); DeMatthews (2015); Marks et al. 
(2014); Rice (2006); Toson et al. (2013); Theoharis et al. 
(2016)) 

Lack of 
commitment 
to inclusive 
practices 

Ignorance Failure to facilitate commitment to inclusion (Fox & 
Ysseldyke (1997); Hoppey & McLeskey (2013); Marks 
et al. (2014); Powell & Hyle (1997); Rice (2006); 
Theoharis (2007)) 

Lack of principal 
Commitment 
Lack of belief in 
inclusion 

Preference for 
the status quo 
structure 

Teacher comfort Preference for the status quo (DeMatthews & 
Mawhinney (2014); Fox & Ysseldyke (1997); Ingram 
(1997); Powell & Hyle (1997); Rice (2006); Theoharis 
(2007); Theoharis et al. (2016)) 

Expectations of the 
job 
Avoidance of 
change 

Lack of skills General lack of 
skills 

Lack of skills (Ball & Green (2014); DeMatthews & 
Mawhinney (2014); DeMatthews (2015); Fox & 
Ysseldyke (1997); Marks et al. (2014); Powell & Hyle 
(1997); Rice (2006); Theoharis (2007) ) 

Lack of 
instructional skills 
Lack of behavioral 
management skills 

Lack of 
resources 

Lack of staffing Lack of resources (DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2013); 
Marks et al. (2014); Mayrowetz & Weinstein (1999); 
Smith & Leonard (2005); Theoharis (2007) ) 

Lack of structures 
to support 
inclusion 

Avoidance of 
additional 
work 

Avoidance of 
additional work 

Avoidance of additional work (DeMatthews & 
Mawhinney (2014); DeMatthews (2015); Hoppey & 
McLeskey (2013); Keyes et al. (1999); Mayrowetz & 
Weinstein (1999); Powell & Hyle (1997); Rice (2006); 
Smith & Leonard (2005); Theoharis (2007); Marks et al. 
(2014); Theoharis et al. (2016)) 

Lack of 
district 
support 

Lack of district 
support 

  

    
Regulations (DeMatthews & Mawhinney (2013); Marks 
et al. (2014); Theoharis (2007)) 
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Perceived negative impact on students without disabilities. Principals in this study 

identified a perceived negative impact on students without disabilities as a reason teacher and 

parents resisted inclusion of students with disabilities. This form of resistance manifested as 

safety of students and staff and disruption of the learning environment. Principals felt teachers 

resisted inclusive practices out of concern for their own safety and the safety of other students in 

the general education classroom. Principals felt parents also resisted inclusive practices due to 

fears that their child without a disability would be harmed by a student with a disability who was 

included in the general education classroom. Principals also identified teachers who stated they 

were concerned that students with disabilities would disrupt the learning environment of students 

without disabilities leading to a loss of learning.  

Prior research also identified the perceived negative impact on students with disabilities 

as a source of resistance principals face in implementing inclusion for students with disabilities 

(DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2013; DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; DeMatthews, 2015; Fox 

& Ysseldyke, 1997; Frick et al., 2012; Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999; Rice, 2006; Theoharis, 

2007). Principals in four prior studies (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; Fox & Ysseldyke, 

1997; Frick et al., 2012; Theoharis, 2007) felt that students with disabilities who were included 

in the general education classroom would disrupt the learning of students without disabilities 

leading to a loss of learning. Principals also encountered resistance from teachers who felt that 

the academic rigor for students without disabilities would be diminished because of the inclusion 

of students with disabilities (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2013; Frick et al., 2012; Rice, 2006; 

Theoharis, 2007). 

Low expectations of students with disabilities. Principals in this study identified 

resistance to inclusive practices from teachers as a result of low expectations of students with 
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disabilities. Principals identified teachers who felt that students with disabilities would be better 

off in segregated classrooms because they were not capable of learning the material at the rate 

necessary in the general education classroom. Two principals specifically identified deficit 

thinking as a source of low expectations for students with disabilities. Principals in this study 

also related that both general and special education teachers held this view and also that low 

expectations of students with disabilities occurred in both inclusive settings and segregated 

classrooms. 

Principals in prior research studies also identified resistance to inclusive practices out of a 

belief that the material presented in general education classrooms was too difficult for students 

with disabilities and that they would not be able to keep up (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; 

DeMatthews, 2015; Fox & Ysseldyke, 1997; Marks et al., 2014). Principals also identified deficit 

views of students with disabilities as a reason for resistance to inclusive practices (DeMatthews 

& Mawhinney, 2014; DeMatthews, 2015). Smith and Leonard (2005) found that some general 

education teachers felt that inclusive instruction in a general education setting was not 

appropriate for students with disabilities. Some teachers felt that segregated classrooms would 

always be necessary for some students with disabilities (Toson et al., 2013).  

Perceived harm to students with disabilities. In this study, principals identified 

resistance to inclusive practices due to a perceived harm to students with disabilities from 

instruction in the general education setting. Principals identified individuals in the district office 

who would resist inclusive practices out of a concern for the best interest of the student. 

Principals found that teachers resisted inclusive practices out of a belief that students with 

disabilities’ safety would be compromised or that they would not achieve the same level of 

academic growth that they would have had they only be educated in a segregated setting. 
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Principals also found that parents resisted inclusion of students with disabilities because they felt 

that instruction in a general education setting would not make their child happy or because they 

felt their child would not get the appropriate amount of support in a general education setting.  

Principals in prior research studies also found that teachers and parents resisted inclusive 

practices due to a perceived harm to students with disabilities. Some principals and teachers cited 

perceived harm to students with disabilities as an excuse to avoid inclusive practices 

(DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2013; DeMatthews, 2015; Rice, 2006; Toson et al., 2013). Parents 

also resisted inclusive practices due to a belief that inclusion of their child in the regular 

education setting would negatively impact their child (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; 

DeMatthews, 2015; Marks et al., 2014; Theoharis, 2016). DeMatthews and Mawhinney (2013) 

explained that some principals exploited parents’ fears of perceived harm to their child with a 

disability to justify avoiding inclusion for those students.  

Failure to facilitate commitment to inclusion. This study found that principals 

encountered resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities due to a lack of commitment. 

Principals felt that teachers and other administrators in their school district resisted inclusive 

practices due to ignorance of the benefits inclusive practices would have for students with 

disabilities. Some principals identified themselves as the cause of resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities through a lack of personal commitment to inclusive practices. A few 

principals also related that some staff members did not believe that inclusion of students with 

disabilities was the right thing to do.  

In previous studies, principals also encountered resistance to inclusion when they failed 

to facilitate commitment to inclusive practices. Teachers resisted inclusive practices when they 

felt that they were not involved in the decision to move towards inclusion of students with 
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disabilities (Fox & Ysseldyke, 1997; Power & Hyle, 1997). Theoharis (2007) and Marks et al., 

2014) found that if staff attitudes and mindsets were not changed to support inclusion of students 

with disabilities, staff would resist inclusive practices. Failure to explain why inclusion of 

students with disabilities was important or to engage in dialogue with staff regarding the purpose 

of inclusive practices also led to resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities (Hoppy & 

McLeskey, 2013; Rice, 2006). 

Preference for the status quo structure. Principals in this study identified a preference 

for the status quo as a form of resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. Some 

principals found that teachers resisted inclusive practices because they were comfortable with 

how, and who, they taught in segregated environments. Principals identified some general 

education teachers resisted inclusive practices because their personal expectations for the job did 

not include teaching students with disabilities. In this study, principals also found that some 

teachers resisted inclusion of students with disabilities due to avoidance of change, they wanted 

to teach as they always had and did not want to learn something new.  

Previous studies also found preference for the status quo structure as a reason principals 

faced resistance to the implementation of inclusion of students with disabilities. Teachers 

resisted inclusion out of a preference for the status quo, indicating that existing educational 

practices were working so there was no need to change (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; Fox 

& Ysseldyke, 1997; Ingram, 1997; Powell & Hyle, 1997; Rice, 2006; Theoharis, 2007; 

Theoharis et al., 2016). Parents also resisted inclusion out of a nostalgia for the past when 

segregated instruction was standard practice (Rice, 2006; Theoharis, 2007). 

Lack of skills. Principals found that teachers resisted inclusive practices in this study out 

of a lack of skills to implement inclusion of students with disabilities. Principals related that 
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teachers did not have the training or skill set to create inclusive classrooms which led to 

resistance from teachers. Principals identified teachers who had never taught in an inclusive 

classroom and as a result resisted inclusion of students with disabilities because they did not 

know how teach in an inclusive environment. 

Previous research also identified a lack of skills as a source of resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities. In some instances, it was the principals who were unprepared for 

inclusion of students with disabilities (Ball & Green, 2014; Theoharis, 2007). In other instances, 

principals found that teachers did not have the skills necessary implement inclusive practices 

(Ball & Green, 2014; DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; DeMatthews, 2015; Fox & Ysseldyke, 

1997; Marks et al., 2014; Powell & Hyle, 1997; Rice, 2006; Theoharis, 2007). 

Lack of resources. Principals in this study encountered resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities from teachers when there was a lack of resources. Principals related 

that some teachers resisted inclusive practices because they felt that there was not enough staff 

available to assist in educating students with disabilities in the general education classroom. 

Principals identified a lack of structures as a cause of resistance to inclusive practices as well. 

Principals found this form of resistance to be expressed in concern for a lack of time to 

cooperatively plan between teachers, a lack of time to meet IEP minutes if students with 

disabilities were included in the general education classroom, and from instructional models that 

were less supportive of inclusive practices.  

Principals in the literature also identified that a perceived lack of resources by staff 

contributed to resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. Principals felt that a lack of 

resources provided hampered their ability to implement inclusive practices (DeMatthews & 

Mawhinney, 2013; Marks et al., 2014; Theoharis, 2007). Teachers also resisted inclusion of 
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students with disabilities when they felt resources were not adequate to implement inclusive 

practices (Mayrowetz and Weinstein, 1999; Smith, 2006).  

Avoidance of additional work. Principals in this study related that teachers resisted 

inclusive practices because they felt it would be more work. Principals understood that changing 

to a new method of instruction, or adding more students to a classroom, could increase 

workloads for teachers but they also felt that some teachers resisted inclusion of students with 

disabilities out of laziness. Principals also expressed that teachers resisted inclusive practices 

because they felt inclusion of students with disabilities would lead to them having to spend more 

time on school work or because they were not interested in investing the time to change their 

practices. 

Prior research categorized this theme, avoidance of additional work, more broadly than 

this study. Teachers resisted inclusive practices due to a lack of desire to engage in the additional 

work and challenges that they felt teaching in an inclusive setting would bring (DeMatthews & 

Mawhinney, 2014; DeMatthews, 2015; Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013; Keyes et al., 1999; 

Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999; Powell & Hyle, 1997; Smith & Leonard, 2005; Rice, 2006; 

Theoharis, 2007; Theoharis et al., 2016). Some teachers felt it would be more work for them to 

teach students with disabilities in the general education classroom even though they felt it would 

benefit students with disabilities (Theoharis et al., 2016, p. 14). Other teachers resisted inclusion 

of students with disabilities out of frustration over implementing a difficult task (Powell & Hyle, 

1997). A closer analysis of the category, avoidance of additional work, yielded an additional 

form of resistance that overlapped with themes from this study: lack of shared ownership for 

students with disabilities. 
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Lack of shared ownership for students with disabilities. In this study, principals felt 

that general education teachers resisted inclusive practices because they did not want to take 

responsibility for students with disabilities. Some teachers felt instruction of students with 

disabilities was the responsibility of special education teachers. Other general education teachers 

felt that students with disabilities could be allowed in their classrooms as long as someone else 

managed their behaviors or academic needs when they created extra work for them. 

Previous studies did not identify a lack of shared ownership for students with disabilities 

as a standalone theme but within the theme of avoidance of additional work evidence for this 

form of resistance was clearly articulated. Teachers in previous studies felt that teaching students 

with disabilities was not their responsibility (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; DeMatthews, 

2015; Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999; Rice, 2006; Theoharis, 2007; Theoharis et al., 2016). 

Resistance to Inclusion Findings: New Contributions to the Literature  

Principals in this study identified two forms of resistance that were not present in the 

literature: (a) perceived negative impact on teachers’ sense of self-efficacy and peer judgement, 

and; (b) lack of district support.  

Perceived negative impact on teachers’ sense of self-efficacy and peer judgement. 

Principals in this study related that some teachers resisted inclusive practices out of a fear that 

they would not be able to teach well in an inclusive environment contributing to a lower sense of 

self-efficacy and fear of judgement from peers. Principals explained that some general education 

teachers were concerned that the academic achievement of  students with disabilities included in 

their general education classroom would lower average test scores on local and state assessments 

and would reflect negatively on the teacher. Other principals found that special education 
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teachers were concerned that if students with disabilities included in the classroom did not 

succeed, the special education teacher would be negatively perceived by others. 

Lack of district support. In this study, principals also found that a lack of district 

support contributed to resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. Principals felt that 

some directors of special education were not supportive of inclusive practices which made it 

more difficult to include students with disabilities in the general education classroom. Other 

principals found that the leadership in the district office resisted inclusion of students with 

disabilities by failing to provide adequate resources and staffing.  

The Strategies Principals Rely On to Overcome Resistance to Inclusive Practices 

In Table 10, I compare the strategies principals rely on in response to resistance to 

inclusive practice in the literature. Findings that make a new contribution to the literature are 

shown with no comparable literature in the literature column. 

Table 10  

The Strategies Principals Relied On to Overcome Resistance to Inclusion of Students with 

Disabilities 

Findings Literature Review 
Categories 

of 
Strategies 

Strategies Strategies to overcome 
resistance 

Principal practices 

Develop 
beliefs 

Provided 
counternarratives 
to segregation 

Provide counternarratives 
(DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 
2013; DeMatthews & 
Mawhinney, 2014; 
DeMatthews, 2015; Marks et 
al., 2014; Mayrowetz & 
Weinstein, 1999; Rice, 2006; 
Theoharis et al., 2016; Toson 
et al., 2013; Waldron et al., 
2011)   
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Developed a 
shared vision 

Develop a shared vision (Fox 
& Ysseldyke, 1997; 
Guzman, 1997; Ingram, 
1997; Keyes et al., 1999; 
Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 
1999; Theoharis, 2007; 
Waldron et al., 2011) 

Provide a vision of inclusion 
(Guzman, 1997; Marks et al., 
2014; Mayrowetz & 
Weinstein, 1999; Waldron et 
al., 2011) 

Hired the right 
teachers 

    

Developed 
teacher empathy 

   

Developed a 
shared 
responsibility for 
all students 

    

Develop 
support for 
inclusive 
practices 

Leveraged 
supportive data 

  Monitor, provide feedback, 
and use data (DeMatthews & 
Mawhinney, 2013; 
DeMatthews, 2015; Hoppey 
& McLeskey, 2013; 
Theoharis, 2007; Theoharis 
et al., 2016; Waldron et al., 
2011) 

Employed 
interest 
convergence 

Employ interest convergence 
(DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 
2014; Mayrowetz & 
Weinstein, 1999) 

  

Referenced 
research 
supporting 
inclusive 
practices 

    

Leveraged social 
capital and trust 

Build relationships 
(DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 
2013; Toson et al., 2013) 

Develop school culture 
(Guzman, 1997; Hoppey & 
McLeskey, 2013; Rice, 
2006; Waldron et al., 2011) 

Believed in 
teachers 

    

Built critical 
mass of support 
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Provide 
professional 
development 

Provided 
professional 
development to 
teachers 

Engage in professional 
development (Ball & Green, 
2014; DeMatthews & 
Mawhinney, 2014; 
DeMatthews, 2015; Fox & 
Ysseldyke, 1997; Guzman, 
1997; Hoppey & McLeskey, 
2013; Mayrowetz & 
Weinstein, 1999; Powell & 
Hyle, 1997; Praisner, 2003; 
Rice, 2006; Smith & 
Leonard, 2005; Theoharis, 
2007; Theoharis et al., 2016; 
Waldron et al., 2011) 

Engage in professional 
development (Ball & Green, 
2014; Cruziero & Morgan, 
2006; Fox & Ysseldyke, 
1997; Guzman, 1997; 
Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013; 
Praisner, 2003; Rice, 2006; 
Waldron et al., 2011; 
DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 
2013; Theoharis, 2007; 
Theoharis et al., 2016) 

Educated parents   Engage parents (Guzman, 
1997; Marks et al., 2014; 
Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 
1999) 

Hold 
teachers 
accountable 

Removed 
teachers 

    

Gave directives     
Evaluated 
teachers 

  Monitor, provide feedback, 
and use data (DeMatthews & 
Mawhinney, 2013) 

Expected 
compliance 

    

Provide 
support to 
teachers 

Provided support 
staff 

Leverage resources (Fox & 
Ysseldyke, 1997; Hoppey & 
McLeskey, 2013; 
Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 
1999; Powell & Hyle, 1997; 
Smith & Leonard, 2005; 
Theoharis, 2007; Waldron et 
al., 2011) 

Leverage Resources 
(DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 
2013; DeMatthews & 
Mawhinney, 2014; Fox & 
Ysseldyke, 1997; Mayrowetz 
& Weinstein, 1999; 
Theoharis et al., 2016; 
Waldron et al., 2011) 

Provided 
personal support 

  

Developed 
supportive 
schedules and 
structures 

Organizational redesign 
(DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 
2013; Theoharis, 2007; 
Theoharis et al., 2016;) 

Facilitate 
collaboration 

Collaborated and 
co-planned 

    

Engaged in 
problem solving 
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Leveraged 
professional 
learning 
communities 

    

Leverage 
existing 
support 

Leveraged 
district office 
support 

    

Relied on shared 
leadership 

Practice shared decision 
making  (Keyes et al., 1999; 
Smith & Leonard, 2005; 
Theoharis, 2007) 

Practice distributed 
leadership (Hoppey & 
McLeskey, 2013; Keyes et 
al., 1999; Powell & Hyle, 
1997; Mayrowetz & 
Weinstein, 1999; Theoharis 
et al., 2016; Waldron et al., 
2011) 

Capitalized on 
student empathy 

    

  
  

Leverage regulations (Rice, 
2006; Theoharis, 2007) 

  

  

Respond to resistance 
(DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 
2014; DeMatthews, 2015; 
Theoharis, 2007; Theoharis 
et al., 2016) 

  

Leadership style (Ingram, 
1997; Houser et al., 2011; 
Smith & Leonard, 2005) 

  

Manage student behavior 
(DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 
2014; DeMatthews, 2015) 

 

Develop beliefs. Principals in this study and in the prior literature developed teachers’ 

beliefs to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. Where this study and the prior research 

overlapped, principals used the following strategies to overcome resistance to inclusion: (a) 

provide counternarratives to segregation, and; (b) developed a shared vision. 

Provided counternarratives to segregation. Principals in this study provided 

counternarratives to segregation to overcome resistance to inclusive practices for students with 

disabilities. Principals capitalized on success stories, sharing positive instances of inclusion of 
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students with disabilities in personal conversation, at staff meetings and through professional 

development. Principals related counternarratives to segregation that were identified through 

teachers’ previous experiences and from their own personal experiences with students with 

disabilities or as a student themselves with a disability. Principals also shared counternarratives 

from parents of children with disabilities to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. 

In previous studies, principals relied on counternarratives as a specific strategy to build 

support for inclusive practices (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; Theoharis et al., 2016). 

Principals relied on counternarratives to highlight the negative outcomes segregated settings for 

students with disabilities have produced (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2013) and to demonstrate 

parents’ concerns about segregated settings (Marks et al., 2014). Principals also related students’ 

positive experiences in inclusive settings as counternarratives to overcome resistance to inclusion 

of students with disabilities. 

Develop a shared vision. Principals in this study developed a shared vision to overcome 

resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. Principals worked to develop common goals 

and philosophies so that staff would support inclusive practices. Some principals found that 

developing a shared vision could be accomplished by challenging teachers preexisting views 

about inclusion. Other principals felt that an emphasis on why they were implementing inclusive 

practices was important for overcoming resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. 

Previous research also emphasized developing a shared vision as important for 

overcoming resistance to inclusion. Principals found it important to develop teachers’ 

understanding of what inclusive practices are (Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999; Theoharis, 2007) 

and that when inclusive practices are successfully implemented, the shared vision is embedded in 

the culture (Waldron et al., 2011). Hiring individuals who shared the principal’s vision of 
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inclusive practices was important for overcoming resistance to inclusion of students with 

disabilities (Keyes et al., 1999) as was developing a shared vision with existing staff (Fox & 

Ysseldyke, 1997; Guzman 1997; Ingram, 1997). 

Prior research also established the principal practice, provide a vision for inclusion, as 

important for implementing inclusive practices. This relates to the finding in my study, develop a 

shared vision as well. A vision of inclusion is a key factor in the successful implementation of 

inclusive practices (Guzman, 1997; Marks et al., 2014; Mayrowetz and Weinstein, 1999; 

Waldron et al., 2011). The vision for inclusion can come from a variety of sources including a 

district leader (Marks et al., 2014; Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999), the special education director 

(Marks et al., 2014, p.78), or the principal (Guzman, 1997; Waldron et al., 2011).  

Develop support for inclusive practices. In this study and in the prior research, 

principals developed support for inclusive practices as a second category of strategies to 

overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. Principals did so in the following 

ways: (a) leveraged supportive data; (b) employed interest convergence, and; (c) leveraged social 

capital and trust.  

Leveraged supportive data. In this study principals leveraged supportive data as a 

strategy to develop support for inclusive practices and overcome resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities. Principals felt that quantitative data that showed students with 

disabilities were not successful in segregated classrooms developed support for inclusive 

practices more quickly than other strategies. Principals highlighted local and state testing 

achievement gaps for students with disabilities to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. 

Principals also highlighted data that showed students with disabilities’ success in inclusive 

classrooms to generate support for inclusive practices. 
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Prior research also identified the use of data as a principal practice to support the 

implementation of inclusive practices. Principals find it important to use data to monitor the 

progress of inclusive practices (Waldron et al., 2011; Hoppey and McLeskey, 2013). Principals 

also use data to analyze trends in support of inclusive practices (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 

2013; DeMatthews, 2015; Theoharis et al., 2016) and to monitor progress towards improved 

academic achievement for students with disabilities (Theoharis, 2007; Theoharis et al., 2016). 

Employed interest convergence. In this study principals found that employing interest 

convergence was useful in overcoming resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. 

Principals highlighted the academic benefits students without disabilities would gain from the 

inclusion of students with disabilities in the regular education classroom. Principals felt that 

inclusive practices would lead students without disabilities to develop desirable traits such as 

acceptance, understanding and compassion as a result of experience with students with 

disabilities in the general education classroom. Principals also explained that inclusive practices 

would improve academic outcomes for students without disabilities to develop support for 

inclusion of students with disabilities. To overcome resistance to inclusion, principals also relied 

on interest convergence to explain that students without disabilities would gain valuable life 

skills as a result of inclusion of students with disabilities and that society would be better if all 

students were educated together in an inclusive setting. 

Prior research also identified interest convergence as a strategy principals can employ to 

overcome resistance to inclusive practices. Principals relied on interest convergence to overcome 

resistance to inclusive practices by demonstrating to parents of students without disabilities that 

more resources would be available to their child without a disability if students with disabilities 

are present in the general education classroom (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; Mayrowetz & 
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Weinstein, 1999). Principals also employed interest convergence to overcome resistance to 

inclusive practices by highlighting the benefits students without disabilities gain from friendships 

with students with disabilities as a result of inclusive practices (Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999). 

Leveraged social capital and trust. Principals in this study asked teachers to trust them 

that inclusive practices were best to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with 

disabilities. Principals also leveraged social capital to overcome resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities and encouraged teachers to implement inclusive practices. Additionally, 

principals relied on trust with parents to overcome their resistance to inclusion of their child with 

a disability in the general education classroom.  

 Previous research identified building relationships with teachers who believe in inclusive 

practices as a useful strategy for overcoming resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities 

(Rice, 2006; Theoharis, 2007). The principal practice, develop school culture, found in prior 

research overlaps with the strategy, leverage social capital and trust, found in this study. 

Listening to teachers (Guzman, 1997; Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013; Rice, 2006), building trust 

with teachers (Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013; Waldron et al. 2011), and treating staff fairly 

(Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013) were strategies principals relied on to implement inclusive 

practices in their schools.  

 Provide professional development. Principals in this study and in the prior research 

provide professional development to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with 

disabilities. Principals employed this strategy in two ways: (a) provided professional 

development to teachers, and; (b) educated parents. 

 Provided professional development to teachers. All 16 principals in this study provided 

professional development to teachers as a strategy to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. 



 218 

Principals felt it was crucial to ensure staff had the skills to support students with disabilities in 

the general education classroom. Principals provided professional development in a variety of 

ways including: attending institutes; providing coaching and modelling, and; facilitating book 

studies and readings. Principals found it important to not only provide professional development 

to veteran teachers to overcome resistance to inclusive practices, but also to provide new 

teachers professional development to prevent resistance to inclusive practices. 

 Prior research also identified engaging in professional development as an important 

strategy for overcoming resistance to inclusive practices (Ball & Green, 2014; DeMatthews & 

Mawhinney, 2014; DeMatthews, 2015; Fox & Ysseldyke, 1997; Guzman, 1997; Hoppey & 

McLeskey, 2013; Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999; Powell & Hyle, 1997; Praisner, 2003; Smith & 

Leonard, 2005; Rice, 2006; Theoharis, 2007; Theoharis et al., 2016; Waldron et al., 2011). 

 Professional development that addresses a specific concern can also be useful strategy in 

overcoming resistance to inclusive practices (Ball & Green, 2014; Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 

1999; DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; DeMatthews, 2015; Theoharis, 2007). 

 As a general practice for successful implementation of inclusive practices, prior research 

also demonstrates that principals engage in professional development. Principals engage in their 

own professional development to support inclusive practices (Ball & Green, 2014; Guzman, 

1997; Praisner, 2003) and support teachers through professional development as well (Cruziero 

& Morgan, 2006; Fox & Ysseldyke, 1997; Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013; Rice, 2006; Waldron et 

al., 2011). Equity, social justice, classroom strategies, and leadership skills are all topics for 

professional development that assist in supporting inclusive practices (Theoharis, 2007; 

Theoharis et a., 2016). 
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 Educated parents. In this study, principals educated parents on inclusive practices as a 

strategy to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. Principals provided 

explanations for why it was inappropriate to segregate students. Principals believed their own 

area of weakness included educating parents (both general and special education parents) on the 

benefits of inclusion and that they would face less resistance to inclusion of students with 

disabilities if they spent the time to educate parents further. 

 Prior research found that engaging parents was a useful principal practice for 

implementing inclusive practices. Parents, at times initiated parent engagement (Marks et al., 

2014) and in other instances by the principal (Guzman, 1997). Mayrowetz & Weinstein (1999) 

also found that parent involvement positively impacted inclusive practices. 

 Evaluated teachers. One principal in this study evaluated teachers through external 

accountability measures as a strategy for overcoming resistance to inclusion of students with 

disabilities. The principal found that a state special education audit proved helpful in promoting 

inclusive practices. Prior research also indicated that external accountability measures helpful in 

ensuring school districts implement inclusive practices for students with disabilities 

(DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2013). 

 Provided support to teachers. Principals in both this study and the prior research 

provided support to teachers to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. This support was 

described both generically and with more specificity as: (a) provided support staff, and; (b) 

developed support schedules and structures. 

Provide support staff. Principals provided support to teachers in this study as a strategy 

to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. Support included providing support staff to assist 

with student behaviors and academic needs. Support staff included paraprofessionals or 
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educational assistants and certified teaching staff trained with specialized skills. Principals 

provided support personally to overcome resistance to inclusive practices through coaching, 

substitute teaching for teachers so they could meet with others, and by providing administrative 

assistance.  

 The findings in this study agree with the prior research demonstrating that providing 

paraeducators and aides is a valuable strategy in overcoming resistance to inclusive practices 

(Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999; Powell & Hyle, 1997). Principals rely on support networks, 

general support to teachers, and district services as strategies to support teachers in implementing 

inclusive practices (Fox & Ysseldyke, 1997; Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013; Smith & Leonard, 

2005; Theoharis, 2007; Waldron et al., 2011). 

 Developed supportive schedules and structures. Principals in this study overcame 

resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities by developing schedules and structures that 

were supportive of inclusive practices. Some principals scheduled teachers and paraeducators in 

new ways to support inclusive practices while other principals rearranged caseloads for special 

education teachers. Some principals changed how and when classes were scheduled to allow 

teachers the flexibility to work with students with disabilities in the general education classroom. 

Previous research also identified the principal practice, changing school structures as an 

important strategy for implementation of inclusive practices. The way staff are arranged 

(Theoharis et al., 2016) and the way students are arranged (Theoharis, 2007) can aid in 

implementing inclusive practices. Ensuring students attend neighborhood schools is also a way 

principals change school structures to support implementation of inclusive practices 

(DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2013). 
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Relied on shared leadership. A few principals in this study leveraged existing support 

through shared leadership to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. 

Principals found that when teacher supported inclusive practices they held each other 

accountable. Other principals felt that a top down approach did not work and that to successfully 

implement inclusive practices, it was important to build support from a small group of people 

and to encourage every teacher to take responsibility for inclusion of students with disabilities. 

Prior research demonstrates that principals employed shared decision making with 

teachers to design school systems to support inclusive practices and institutionalize change 

(Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013; Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999; Powell & Hyle, 1997; Waldron et 

al., 2011). Successful implementation of inclusive practices through shared leadership also 

involves including representation from across the school in a way that provides input and control 

to teachers (Keyes et al., 1999; Theoharis et al., 2016). 

Strategies Principals Relied On to Overcome Resistance to Inclusive Practices: New 

Contributions to the Literature.  

Principals in this study identified 15 strategies to overcome resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities not reflected in the prior research. These 15 strategies fell into six 

categories: (a) develop beliefs; (b) develop support for inclusive practices; (c) hold teachers 

accountable; (d) provide support to teachers; (e) facilitate collaboration, and; (f) leverage 

existing support. 

 Develop beliefs. Principals in this study developed beliefs in three ways not included in 

the prior research: (a) hired the right teachers; (b) developed a shared responsibility for all 

students, and; (c) developed teacher empathy. 
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Hired the right teachers. In this study, principals hired the right teachers as a strategy to 

overcome resistance to inclusive practices. Principals screened teacher candidates by asking 

questions about inclusive practices in interviews and by seeking teacher candidates who had 

previous experience teaching in inclusive settings. Principals also looked for personality 

characteristics in teachers they felt would support inclusive practices and transferred existing 

staff into positions they felt would aid in advancing inclusive practices in their schools. 

Developed teacher empathy. Principals in this study purposely developed teacher 

empathy towards students with disabilities to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. 

Principals felt that creating opportunities for teachers to interact with students with disabilities 

more frequently created support for inclusive practices. Principals also asked teachers to reflect 

on how they would like their own child to be treated to create support for inclusion of students 

with disabilities.  

Developed a shared responsibility to all students. Principals developed a shared 

responsibility for all students as another finding from this study not found in the literature. 

Principals built an understanding amongst all teachers that each student in the building, including 

students with disabilities, was the responsibility of all teachers, including general education 

teachers to overcome resistance to inclusive practices.  

Develop support for inclusive practices. Principals in this study employed three 

strategies to develop support for inclusive practices no included in the prior literature: (a) 

referenced research supporting inclusive practices; (b) believed in teachers, and; (c) built a 

critical mass of support.  

Referenced research supporting inclusive practices. In this study, principals referenced 

research supportive of inclusive practices to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. 
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Principals identified research that supported inclusive practices and educated teachers on 

research that supported inclusive practices to support inclusion of students with disabilities. 

Principals also challenged teachers to find research that supported segregation of students with 

disabilities to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. 

Believed in teachers. Principals in this study developed support for inclusive practices by 

expressing to teachers that they believed that they could successfully include students with 

disabilities. Principals actively supported teachers by letting them know that they were certain 

they were capable of including students with disabilities in the regular education classroom. 

Principals let teachers know they understood the challenges that changing to inclusive practices 

might bring but that they were there to support them in that process and that they knew they had 

the ability to do so. 

Built a critical mass of support. As another new strategy that contributes to the research, 

in this study, principals built a critical mass of support to overcome resistance to inclusive 

practices. Principals built support from a core group of teachers early on in the implementation 

of inclusive practices and used this early support to quickly expand support to other teachers who 

were more resistant to including students with disabilities. Principals moved quickly when they 

had initial support and did not wait for full acceptance of inclusive practices before moving 

forward with implementation of inclusion of students with disabilities.  

Hold teachers accountable. Along with strategies to develop beliefs and develop 

support for inclusive practices, principals in this study used strategies to hold teachers 

accountable in ways not found in the prior research. This included: (a) removed teachers; (b) 

gave directives, and; (c) expected compliance. 
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Removed teachers. Principals in this study removed teachers who did not support 

inclusive practices to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. Principals 

fired teachers who were resistant to inclusive practices, transferred them to other schools within 

the school district, or encouraged them to find jobs in other school districts. Principals found that 

once a few teachers were removed, resistance to inclusive practices diminished amongst the 

remaining staff.  

Gave directives. In this study, principals gave directives to implement inclusive practices 

to teachers who were resistant to inclusion of students with disabilities. When principals 

identified teachers who continued to use segregated practices to instruct students with disabilities 

they told them to stop and it would not happen again. Principals told teachers they had no choice 

but to implement inclusive practices and established non-negotiables that the referenced as 

directives to include students with disabilities in the general education classroom. 

Expected compliance. Another strategy principals relied on in this study, not found in 

prior research, involved expecting compliance from teachers to implement inclusive practices. 

Principals established expectations for teachers to implement inclusive practices by making their 

expectations clear to staff. As a result, teachers understood what was expected of them and may 

have complied regardless of their own beliefs about inclusion. 

Provide support to teachers. Another strategy principals relied on, not found in the 

prior literature, involved providing personal support to teachers.  

Provided administrative support. Principals in this study provided administrative support 

to teachers to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. Principals provide administrative 

support by working directly with teachers to solve problems and plan instruction. Principals also 

provided support by substituting in their classrooms so they could meet with other staff members 
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to address concerns regarding students with disabilities and working directly with students with 

disabilities in the general education classroom to support student behaviors. Additionally, 

principals provided support by using administrative discretion to alleviate burdens on teachers. 

Facilitate collaboration. In the prior research, principals did not facilitate collaboration 

as a strategy to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. In this study, principals facilitated 

collaboration using the following strategies: (a) collaborated and co-planned; (b) engaged in 

problem solving, and; (c) leveraged professional learning communities. 

Collaborated and co-planned. In this study, principals provided teachers with time to 

collaborate and co-plan to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. Principals created time 

within the school schedule for teachers to collaborate and took advantage of inservice days to 

allow for collaboration amongst teachers. Principals also ensured general and special education 

teachers had time to co-plan for instruction of all students in the general education classroom. 

Engaged in problem solving. As another strategy not found in the prior research, 

principals in this study engaged in problem solving to overcome resistance to including students 

with disabilities in the general education classroom. When teachers expressed resistance to 

inclusive practice, principals found time to work with teachers to solve their problems regarding 

inclusion of students with disabilities. Principals collaborated to problem solve difficult 

behavioral issues and instruction issues that arose from including students with disabilities in the 

general education classroom.   

Leveraged professional learning communities. In this study, principals leveraged 

professional learning communities (PLCs) to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. 

Principals coopted the structures and philosophies of PLCs to advance the implementation of 

inclusive practice in their buildings. Principals also reinvigorated and refocused PLCs to focus 
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more directly on inclusive practice to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with 

disabilities. 

Leverage existing support. Finally, principals in this study identified two strategies to 

leverage existing support not found in the previous literature. These included: (a) leveraged 

district office support, and; (b) capitalized on student empathy.  

Leveraged district office support. While not found in prior research, principals in this 

study leveraged district office support to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with 

disabilities. Principals took advantage of supportive philosophies for inclusive practices from the 

district office as well as supportive from special education directors to overcome resistance to 

inclusion of students with disabilities. Principals also relied on the district office to remove 

teachers who were not supportive of inclusive practices to overcome resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities. 

Capitalized on student empathy. Finally, principals in this study capitalized on student 

empathy to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. Principals relied on the empathy students 

without disabilities had for students with disabilities to implement inclusive practices. 

New Contributions to the Literature 

 This study adds to the literature by identifying explicitly the resistance principals face 

when implementing inclusive practices for students with disabilities and the strategies principals 

use when faced with this resistance (see Table 11). These forms of resistance to inclusive 

practices and the strategies principals rely provide an expanded understanding of the challenges 

and opportunities present when including students with disabilities in the general education 

classroom. 
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Table 11 

New Contributions to the Literature 

New Contributions to the Literature  
 Ideological Technical 
Areas of 
resistance to 
inclusive 
practices 

Perceived negative impact on 
teacher's sense of self-efficacy 
and peer judgement 

Lack of district support 

Strategies to 
overcome 
resistance to 
inclusive 
practices 

Hired the right teachers Removed teachers 
Developed a shared responsibility 
for all students 

Gave directives 

Developed teacher empathy Expected compliance 
Referenced supportive research Provided administrative support 
Believed in teachers Collaborated and co-planned 
Built a critical mass of support Engaged in problem solving 
 Leveraged professional learning 

communities 
 Leveraged district office support 
 Capitalized on student empathy 

 

 In the next chapter, chapter 11, I advance a theory of principal responses to resistance to 

inclusion of students with disabilities. I also discuss implications, limitations, and significance. 
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Chapter 11: Toward a Theory of Principal Responses to Resistance to Inclusion of Students 

with Disabilities 

 In this chapter, I advance a theory of principal responses to staff resistance to inclusive 

practices. In so doing, I first discuss the specific instances when principals described a resistance 

they faced and how they responded to that particular resistance. I also discuss how the findings 

from the study align with the original conceptual framework and propose a new theory. I close 

the study with the principals’ thoughts on the personal commitment it takes to engage in social 

justice work for students with disabilities in the face of resistance that they experience. 

Analysis of Initial Conceptual Framework for the Study 

  The initial conceptual framework I developed for this study to guide the data collection 

and analysis provided an important tool for analyzing the data through the constant comparative 

method (see Figure 1). The initial conceptual framework arose from three sources: (a) critical 

race theory in education (Capper, 2015); (b) disability studies in education (Capper, 2019), and; 

(c) the findings from the literature review conducted for this study. This framework provided a 

structure for the strategies principals employ to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with 

disabilities in the general education classroom. 

 Seven of the eight elements of the initial conceptual framework derived from the 

literature review were identified as themes in this study: (a) develop a shared vision; (b) shared 

leadership; (c) social capital and trust; (d) provide counternarratives; (e) interest convergence; (f) 

provide professional development, and; (g) provide support to teachers (see Table 12). These 

seven themes from the literature review were discussed in comparison to the findings of this 

study in the previous chapter. The three elements of the initial conceptual framework that were 
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identified as themes in this study are: (a) critique of special education; (b) importance and 

critique of inclusion, and; (c) leverage regulations.  

Table 12 

Comparison of the Initial Conceptual Framework and the Findings from the Study 

Initial conceptual framework Findings from the study 
Identify the 
problem 

Critique of special education   
Importance and critique of inclusion   
Leverage regulations   

Provide effective 
leadership 

Develop a shared vision Developed a shared vision 
Practice shared decision making  

Relied on shared leadership 
Build relationships Leveraged social capital and trust 

Support 
individual needs 

Provide counternarratives Provided counternarratives 
Employ interest convergence Employed interest convergence 
Engage in professional development Provide professional development 
Provide resources Provide support to teachers 

 

The findings from this study aligned with the initial conceptual framework in two of the 

three categories: provide effective leadership, and; support individual needs. The findings from 

the study do not support the initial conceptual framework in that the category, identify the 

problem, is not present in the findings. In addition, the findings from this study expand beyond 

the strategies identified in the initial conceptual framework. The initial conceptual framework 

overlaps with only ten of the 28 strategies identified from the findings of this study. Only two of 

the seven categories of the findings are fully identified in the initial conceptual framework. 

Further, while the initial conceptual framework accounts for the strategies principals rely on to 

overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities, it does not address the forms of 

resistance principals experience when implementing inclusive practices. 

The structure of the initial conceptual framework was helpful as a guide to this study but 

is no longer sufficient to capture the types of resistance to inclusive practices principals faced nor 
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the types of strategies principals employed to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with 

disabilities. To better capture the findings from this study and the literature review, I propose a 

new theory next.  

Toward a Theory of Principal Responses to Resistance to Inclusion of Students with 

Disabilities 

 The principals in this study elaborated on the resistance they faced in implementing 

inclusive practices for students with disabilities and the strategies they relied on to overcome 

resistance to inclusive practices. The study yielded 18 forms of resistance to inclusive practices 

organized into nine categories. These forms of resistance were further arranged into two types of 

resistance: ideological resistance, and; technical resistance. Ideological resistance comes from 

negative beliefs about the effects of inclusive practices and a lack of belief in, or commitment to, 

inclusion of students with disabilities. Technical resistance arises out of a lack of skills, 

resources, and support structures for inclusion of students with disabilities as well as a fear of 

and, avoidance of, inclusive practices (see Table 13). 

Table 13 

Categories of Resistance Principals Encountered and Strategies Principals Relied On to 

Overcome Resistance to Inclusive Practices 

 Forms of Resistance Strategies Relied on to Overcome 
Resistance 

Ideological Negative beliefs 
Perceived harm to students with 
disabilities 
Lack of commitment to inclusive 
practices 

Develop belief in inclusive practices 
Develop support for inclusive practices 

Technical Lack of skills 
Preference for the status quo 
structure 
Lack of resources 
Avoidance of additional work 

Provide professional development 
Hold teachers accountable 
Provide support to teachers 
Facilitate collaboration 
Leverage existing support 
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Lack of district support 
 

This study also identified 28 strategies to overcome resistance to inclusive practices 

organized into seven categories. The strategies for overcoming resistance can also represent two 

types of change strategies: ideological change strategies, and; technical change strategies. 

Ideological change strategies focused on developing beliefs and support for inclusive practices. 

Technical change strategies focus on the skills, support structures, strategies, and accountability 

measures that aid in implementing inclusive practices.  

The Relationship Between Resistance and Principal Responses 

 On 67 occasions principals in this study described a specific situation where they 

identified both a particular form of resistance and a specific change strategy they relied on to 

overcome that particular resistance. I cross-referenced and analyzed these situations for trends or 

patterns in the relationship between the resistance experienced and the specific strategy applied. 

When principals encountered resistance to inclusive practices, the resistance may have 

been expressed as only ideological resistance or technical resistance. Sometimes principals 

experienced resistance to inclusive practices that included both ideological and technical 

resistance. In the analysis of the situations where principals identified both a form of resistance 

and a change strategy, no significant patterns arose. In 41 instances, principals either experienced 

multiple forms of resistance to inclusive practices or principals applied multiple strategies to 

overcome resistance to inclusive practices. Principals applied ideological and technical change 

strategies to both ideological and technical forms of resistance. When principals experienced 

both ideological and technical forms of resistance, principals relied on ideological, technical or 

both types of change strategies to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. Principals 
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responses to resistance to inclusive practices were varied and complex based on the expressed 

and underlying forms of resistance principals encountered. 

To capture the forms of resistance to inclusive practices principals encounter, the 

strategies principals rely on to overcome resistance to inclusive practices and the complexity 

involved, I propose a theory for principal responses to resistance to inclusion of students with 

disabilities (see Figure 8).  

 

Figure 8. Theory of principal responses to resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. 

This new theory of principal responses to resistance to inclusion of students with 

disabilities captures the types of resistance principals experience when implementing inclusive 

practices and the types of strategies they apply in response to the resistance they experience. This 

theory also illustrates the non-linear way in which principals apply ideological, technical or both 

types of change strategies to address ideological and technical resistance to inclusive practices. I 

further illustrate this theory by including the forms of resistance principals encounter and the 

strategies principals rely on when implementing inclusive practices in Figure 9.  
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Figure 9. Expanded theory of principal responses to resistance to inclusion of students with 

disabilities. 

Implications 

Implications for principal practice and preparation programs, critically oriented theories 

and leadership for equity, and future research emerged from this study. The implications are 

based on the resistance principals experienced to implementation of inclusive practices as well as 

the strategies they used to overcome resistance to students with disabilities.  

Implications for principal practice. When principals implement inclusive practices for 

students with disabilities they need to be aware that they will encounter resistance. The 

resistance principals face takes many forms and can broadly be organized into nine categories 

(see Table 13.) These forms of resistance are important to be aware of so that when principals are 

implementing inclusion for students with disabilities they can prepare for an appropriate 

response. Principals experience some forms of resistance overtly from teachers, parents, and 
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administrators who wish to avoid implementing inclusive practices. Principals must also be 

aware of unexpressed forms of resistance that teachers, principals, and administrators do not 

wish to explicitly identify as their reason for not including students with disabilities.  

 There are many strategies principals can apply to overcome resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities. These can be organized in to seven categories (see Table 13). These 

strategies often have a direct corollary to the form of resistance a principal may encounter. For 

example, the strategy, provide professional development could be used to overcome the form of 

resistance, lack of skills. The strategy, develop beliefs, could be used to overcome the form of 

resistance, negative beliefs. In practice, however, the strategies that principals apply are rarely 

only the directly correlated strategy for the resistance that is overtly expressed. Principals must 

be aware of both the expressed and unexpressed forms of resistance that teachers, parents, and 

administrators display. The strategies that principals apply must account for not only the 

currently expressed form of resistance, but also unexpressed resistance, and potential future 

forms of resistance. Principals who effectively implement inclusive practices for students with 

disabilities will predict what resistance will arise and proactively plan for the strategies they use 

to overcome that resistance.  

Implications for principal preparation programs. The results of this study also 

provide implications for principal preparation programs. Individuals who wish to become 

principals and implement inclusive practices need to understand that they will encounter 

resistance in their efforts to include students with disabilities in the general education classroom. 

While current principal preparation programs and textbooks often address organizational theory, 

the programs and textbooks are typically grounded in structural functionalism (Capper, 2019). 

These programs often ignore critically oriented theories in education. Social justice work is 
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rooted in critical theory and seeks to provide equity for historically marginalized groups, 

including students with disabilities. Social justice work can be interpreted as threatening the 

power and privilege of traditionally dominant groups, such as those without disabilities. 

Principals in this study regularly encountered teachers who felt that students without disabilities 

would be harmed if they included students with disabilities in the regular education classroom.  

Future principals must be made aware of the resistance that occurs when social justice for 

students with disabilities in the education environment is pursued. Principals need to understand 

the ways in which resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities will manifest and have at 

their disposal a range of strategies to utilize as they implement inclusive practices. Principals 

must be prepared to persist in their social justice efforts for students with disabilities in the face 

of significant and complex resistance to inclusive practices. 

Implications for critically oriented theories and leadership for equity. Principals in 

this study identified two strategies to overcome resistance to inclusive practices that have 

historically been associated with critical race theory: counternarratives, and; interest 

convergence. These strategies have been useful for social justice advocates who work towards 

racial equity. This study provides evidence that counternarratives and interest convergence can 

also be useful for advocates of social justice work for other historically marginalized groups to 

include individuals with disabilities. 

Counternarratives. Ladson-Billings (1998) describes how and why counternarratives in 

critical race theory are used: 

Stories provide the necessary context for understanding, feeling, and interpreting. The 

ahistorical and acontextual nature of much law and other ``science’’ renders the voices of 

dispossessed and marginalized group members mute. In response, much of the 
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scholarship of CRT focuses on the role of ``voice’’ in bringing additional power to the 

legal discourses of racial justice. (p. 11) 

Ladson-Billings (1998) explains that, “The primary reason, then, that stories, or narratives, are 

deemed important among CRT scholars is that they add necessary contextual contours to the 

seeming ‘objectivity’ of positivist perspectives (p. 13).”  

Principals consistently identified counternarratives they told to others in an attempt to 

disrupt the views of those that resisted inclusion of students with disabilities. These stories from 

a variety of sources were all positive examples that supported inclusion of students with 

disabilities. The use of counternarratives by the principals in this study to promote inclusion of 

students with disabilities along with the use of counternarratives in critical race theory indicate 

that this strategy may be applied to social justice work for any historically marginalized group. 

Interest convergence. Interest convergence is a central tenet of critical race theory in 

education leadership (Capper, 2019). Capper (2019) explains that: 

The interest/convergence tenet suggests that if leaders expect their equity efforts to be 

successful, their work must be framed in such a way that middle- and upper-class whites 

in the community will also benefit; otherwise white families will believe that the racial 

equity work is not worth doing (p. 118).  

While also identifying the limitations of interest convergence in promoting racial equity, Capper 

(2019) explains that, “educational leaders can strategically employ interest convergence as a tool 

for equity change (p. 118).” 

 The principals in this study regularly relied on interest convergence as a tool to promote 

inclusion for students with disabilities. Principals highlighted the benefits that students without 

disabilities would gain if students with disabilities were included in the regular education 



 237 

classroom. Principals identified the benefits to individual communities and society at large as 

reasons to enact inclusive practices. The extension of interest convergence as a viable equity 

strategy for inclusion of students with disabilities in this study indicates that interest convergence 

can be a useful social justice strategy for all historically marginalized groups. 

Implications for future research. While conducting this study, I identified additional 

areas for future research. To further explore the resistance principals face when implementing 

inclusion of students with disabilities, a case study of a single school could be conducted that 

included interviews of teachers, parents, support staff, and students. A case study that explored 

the resistance to inclusive practices expressed by all participants in a school building would yield 

a more nuanced and deep understanding of this topic.  

 Another potential research focus could be the influence of equity work around race, 

gender, or class on inclusion of students with disabilities. Many of the principals I interviewed 

were addressing educational disparities for students experiencing poverty or for students of 

color. Understanding how principals view inclusion of students with disabilities in light of social 

justice work around poverty or race would lead to a better understanding of the resistance they 

will encounter, and if so, how this resistance varies depending on the identity being addressed 

and the strategies they can use to overcome resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities.    

Limitations 

 I identified three limitations of this study. First, the sample size included only 16 

principals in one Midwestern state. This small sample size and singular location limit the 

generalizability of the findings. However, as discussed in the methods chapter, I reached 

theoretical saturation after seven interviews and continued on until completing the sample of 16 

interviews. 
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Second, the number of years each principal had been working towards inclusion of 

students with disabilities varied substantially. Some had been implementing inclusive practices 

for two to three years and others had been implementing inclusive practices for over a decade. 

The variability in length of involvement in inclusion of students with disabilities could impact 

both the types of resistance to inclusive practices principals encounter, or remember 

encountering, and the types of strategies they employ. At the same time, this variability may add 

to the study in terms of generalizability.  

The third limitation I identify is the extent to which the principals I interviewed 

understood what “substantive inclusion” of students with disabilities indicated. Capper (2019) 

defines substantive inclusion based on four interrelated parameters: (a) applies to all students; (b) 

transform the instructional core; (c) inclusion limits based on the school, and; (d) effective 

inclusion implementation. Each principal was referred for this study because of their 

involvement in implementation of inclusive practices. However, while interviewing the 

principals, I became aware of differences in the understanding of what substantive inclusion 

meant for each of them. My understanding of the ideal of substantive inclusion is that students 

with disabilities are proportionately represented in general education classrooms and included in 

the general education setting 100% of the time. While inclusion 100% of the time may, in some 

cases, be unrealistic, it is still the goal of substantive inclusion.  

At the outset of the interview, principals often indicated that they led schools that had 

reached substantive inclusion. As the interview continued and I inquired more about specific 

practices, I often found that the school system did not include students with disabilities in a 

variety of ways. Principals related that students with disabilities were segregated for speech and 

language instruction, for sensory breaks, for specialized instruction for curricular area, or for 
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taking tests. Additionally, principals identified that they provided specialized transportation only 

available to students with disabilities or that they had students with disabilities educated in 

offsite locations or in magnet schools in the school district. I do not believe any of these 

principals were deceptive in how they initially portrayed inclusion in their schools. I also do not 

believe that we were operating with a common definition of substantive inclusion for students 

with disabilities.   

The implication of these varying definitions of substantive inclusion is that principals 

who are working towards inclusion of students with disabilities have different views of the 

ultimate goal of inclusive practices. A principal who views segregated transportation for some 

students with disabilities as compatible with substantive inclusion will have different goals for 

inclusive practices than a principal who believes that all students should be proportionately 

represented on all forms of transportation. A principal who views alternate education in an 

offsite location for one or two students with significant emotional behavioral disabilities as 

compatible with substantive inclusion will have different goals for inclusive practices than a 

principal who believes that substantive inclusion means all students should be educated in their 

home school with their peers without disabilities.  

The resistance a principal encounters may vary based on the degree to which the principal 

attempts to implement inclusive practices. That is, we would expect a principal to face more 

resistance when attempting to include students with particular kinds of challenging behaviors, as 

my data revealed, compared to including students with learning disabilities. These more 

significant and more varied forms of resistance necessitate a deeper understanding of the array of 

the strategies available to overcome resistance to inclusive practices. The extent to which a 
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principal pursues inclusion for students with disabilities will impact the resistance they encounter 

and the strategies they apply to successfully implement inclusive practices for all students.   

While most principals I interviewed did not immediately identify the existence of non-

inclusionary practices, two principals were transparent from the start about how they had yet to 

achieve substantive inclusion in their schools. These two principals were clear about where they 

had succeeded with inclusion of students with disabilities and where they still had work to do to 

achieve substantive inclusion. They were very clear about how they had yet to figure out how to 

include all students with disabilities proportionately in their schools and understood that they 

were compromising the ideal of substantive inclusion until they were able to do so. 

Significance 

 This study contributes to the literature in the fields of education and educational 

leadership regarding the inclusion of students with disabilities in four ways. First, this study 

identified the resistance principals face when implementing inclusive practices for students with 

disabilities. Prior research studies, that focused on principals who implemented inclusion of 

students with disabilities, identified practices that led to successful implementation of inclusive 

practices. Theoharis (2007) developed a theory of social justice leadership around the resistance 

principals experience as a result of their social justice efforts. However, none of these studies 

explored the specific resistance principals face in opposition to implementation of inclusive 

practices. 

 Second, previous research studies identified general principal practices for successful 

implementation of inclusion of students with disabilities, but not specific strategies for 

overcoming resistance to inclusive practices. This study identifies the specific strategies 
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principals take in response to resistance to implementation of inclusive practices for students 

with disabilities. 

 Third, this study expands the use of two tenets of critical race theory in education, 

counternarratives and interest convergence, beyond race, to disability. The expansion of the use 

of counternarratives and interest convergence to social justice efforts in the area of disability 

imply that these strategies may also be successfully applied to social justice efforts for other 

historically marginalized groups as well.   

 Fourth, this study proposes a theory for principal responses to resistance to inclusion of 

students with disabilities. This theory provides principals with an awareness of the types of 

resistance they are likely to face and the types of strategies they might apply to overcome 

resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities. 

A Personal Commitment 

 Leading for social justice as a principal can be frustrating, exhausting work (Theoharis, 

2007). For principals to successfully include students with disabilities in the regular education 

classroom they must truly be committed to overcoming the resistance they will face. Principals 

in this study described the level of commitment necessary and why it was so important in social 

justice work and I close this study with their thoughts. 

Principal Jacob explained how personal commitment was necessary to overcome 

resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities: 

I think you gotta know that it's like anything that you do, you're gonna have your ups and 

you're gonna have your downs, but you have to be committed to I [inclusive practices] to 

make it work. You have to be committed to it. You have to work to develop people. You 
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have to give them the right supports. You have to, you have to be committed to it. If 

you're not committed to it, it's not gonna work. 

Principal Rebecca described how her personal commitment helped her overcome resistance to 

inclusive practices, saying: 

So, you'd better be willing to engage in it [inclusive practices], and go in with, again, I 

always assume positive intent, I never raise my voice, I never make assumptions, but I'm 

not going to be afraid to look at you and say I disagree with your practice and here's why. 

That's again, I think my teachers have learned to respect that about me because they know 

what they're getting. I always tell them I'll flat out tell you. 

Principal Brian also related how personal commitment was important for overcoming resistance 

to inclusive practices as personal belief: 

You've got to believe that though. If you don't believe it [inclusive practices], then it's not 

going to [happen]... If you believe it in your core that it is something that you know is 

who you are, then you have to have the courage to lead from that place. …So, tell people 

what you believe. Tell them why you believe it. Do it without apology.  

Principal Craig felt that personal commitment was an important way to leverage existing support, 

relating: 

I’d say, ‘Are you really committed [to inclusive practices]? What is your personal goal? 

What is your personal level of commitment? Do you really believe it? Are you doing it 

just because you're being told to do it?’ Right? People are going to see through that pretty 

quickly if you're pushing it because it's just another district initiative versus if you really 

believe in every student, every time, on time. If you really are down for the mission. 
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Principal Paul summed up the importance of a personal commitment to inclusion of students 

with disabilities, stating, “Don't let your staff talk you out of what you know is right. And that's 

about every issue but especially inclusion.” 

 Principals who pursue social justice work for students with disabilities will face 

resistance. It is my hope that with personal commitment, an understanding of the resistance they 

will face, and a knowledge of strategies to rely on, they will be successful in advancing the 

interests of students with disabilities. 
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APPENDIX A 

Inclusion Screening Instrument 

Participant code:_____________________________________ 

Date of interview:_____________________________________ 

Method of interview:_____________________________________ 

 

1. Have you conducted an equity audit?  

a. What were the results?  

b. What progress have you made since the audit? 

2. What have you done to include students with disabilities in the regular classroom? 

3. What percentage of students with disabilities are included in the regular classroom? How 

often? 

4. Are students with cognitive disabilities included in the regular classroom? How often? 

5. Are students with severe emotional disabilities included in the regular classroom? How 

often? 

6. Are students with specific learning disabilities included in the regular classroom? How 

often? 

7. Where are related services (speech therapy, PT, OT, SPD PE) given to students? Pull 

out? Inclusive? 

8. Is there special transportation for students with disabilities? 

9. Are there magnate schools in your school district that take certain students with 

disabilities? Do you have any students in those schools? 
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10. Do you have any students at private or public offsite locations, not included with regular 

education peers? How many? 

11. Do you have any students that are on homebound instruction or part days due to factors 

other than acute medical issues? How many? 

12. Are students with disabilities included in extra-curricular activities at the same rate as 

their peers? 

13. What are your next steps in including student labeled with disabilities in the regular 

classroom? 
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APPENDIX B 

Interview Protocol 

Participant code:_____________________________________ 

Date of interview:_____________________________________ 

Method of interview:_____________________________________   

 

Introduction 

1. Purpose of this study 

a) When implementing inclusion for students with disabilities, what 

resistance do principals face, and what strategies do they take in response 

to this resistance? 

2. Internal Review Board considerations. 

a) Informed consent 

b) Do you have any questions? 

Background and Rapport 

3. How are you doing today? 

4. How have things been going this year? 

5. How long have you been in this position? 

6. What positions have you held education? 

7. Have you had any training or education regarding students with disabilities? 

Context Building  

8. When did you start implementing the inclusion of students with disabilities? 

9. Why did you work toward inclusion of students with disabilities? 
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10. What was the training like that you received to support the inclusion of students 

with disabilities? 

11. What progress have you made with inclusion of students with disabilities? 

12. In what areas do you believe you could improve related to the inclusion of 

students with disabilities? 

Identifying Resistance 

13. Was there resistance to inclusion of students with disabilities? 

a) Where did it come from? 

b) What were their arguments against inclusion? 

c) How did you respond? 

14. Was there support for inclusion of students with disabilities? 

a) Where did it come from? 

b) How did they support inclusion? 

c) What arguments did they use in support of inclusion? 

15. Specific Groups 

a) Did __________ resistance inclusion?  

a) Insert: Parents, teachers, administrators, support staff 

b) Why did they resist inclusion? 

c) What were their arguments against inclusion? 

d) How did you respond? 

e) How did others respond? 

Personal Experience 
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16. Can you share a story about a specific encounter you had with another person who 

resisted inclusion of students with disabilities? 

17. (Devil’s Advocate) Why bother with inclusion, why didn’t you just leave things 

the way they were?  

18. If you could go back and redo this experience, how would you better advocate for 

and implement inclusion? 

19. What was the most effective argument for inclusion? 

20. Why did some people buy into increased inclusion for students with disabilities? 

Closing 

21. Are there other equity change work you are engaged in?  

a) How does that work affect your work with students with disabilities?  

b) Has advocating for inclusion for some groups of students been easier than 

others? 

22. Do you have any advice you would offer to other principals who are pursuing 

greater inclusion of students with disabilities? 

23. Do you have any advice for preventing resistance to inclusion in the first place? 

24. What is your advice for responding to resistance of inclusive practices? 

25. Are there other principals you know of that are implementing inclusion for 

students with disabilities? 

26. Do you have any questions of me?  
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APPENDIX C 

Interview Participant Consent Form 
 

UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN-MADISON 
Research Participant Information and Consent Form 

Title of the Study: Successful Principal Practices for Including Students Labeled with 
Disabilities and for Overcoming Resistance to Inclusion 

Principal Investigator: Colleen Capper (phone: 608-263-9994) (email: ccapper@wisc.edu) 

Student Researcher: Aaron Engel (phone: 715-303-8229) 

DESCRIPTION OF THE RESEARCH 

You are invited to participate in a research study about overcoming resistance to inclusion of 
students labeled with disabilities. 

You have been asked to participate because you have been identified as a principal who has 
implemented inclusive practices for students labeled with disabilities. 

The purpose of the research is to determine, when implementing inclusion for students labeled 
with disabilities, what resistance do principals face, what practices do principals take in 
response to this resistance, and what practices did principals perceive to be most effective in 
overcoming resistance. 

This study will include public school principals who have implemented inclusive practices for 
students labeled with disabilities. 

Interviews will take place in person in a private setting, via webconferencing or over the phone. 
When possible the research will include a tour of the school and brief observation of classrooms 
and common areas. 

You will be audio taped during your participation in this research. Only the researcher and 
transcription service will hear or see the audio recordings. The tapes will be kept until 
transcription services have been verified as complete before they are destroyed. 

WHAT WILL MY PARTICIPATION INVOLVE? 

If you decide to participate in this research you will be asked to participate in a screening 
interview that should take approximately 15 minutes. Based on the results of the screening 
interview you may be invited to participate in an interview that will take about 60 minutes. If the 
interview is on the site of your school, a tour of your building would be appreciated as well as 
the opportunity to observe classrooms for one to two hours. If you are willing, I will follow up 
after initial data analysis to relate the initial findings. 

Your participation will last approximately 3-3.5 hours in total including a interviews, 1 hour 
building tour, and 1 hour of follow up as a member check. 
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ARE THERE ANY RISKS TO ME? 

Participants may reveal personal, sensitive, or identifiable information when responding to open-
ended questions. There is a risk of a confidentiality breach. 

ARE THERE ANY BENEFITS TO ME? 

We don't expect any direct benefits to you from participation in this study. 

HOW WILL MY CONFIDENTIALITY BE PROTECTED? 

While there will probably be publications as a result of this study, your name will not be used. 

If you participate in this study, we would like to be able to quote you directly without using your 
name. If you agree to allow us to quote you in publications, please initial the statement at the 
bottom of this form. 

WHOM SHOULD I CONTACT IF I HAVE QUESTIONS? 

You may ask any questions about the research at any time. If you have questions about the 
research after you leave today you should contact the Principal Investigator Colleen Capper at 
608-263-9994. You may also call the student researcher, Aaron Engel at 715-303-8229. 

If you are not satisfied with response of research team, have more questions, or want to talk 
with someone about your rights as a research participant, you should contact the Education and 
Social/Behavioral Science IRB Office at 608-263-2320. 

Your participation is completely voluntary. If you decide not to participate or to withdraw from the 
study it will have no effect on any services or treatment you are currently receiving. 

Your signature indicates that you have read this consent form, had an opportunity to ask any 
questions about your participation in this research and voluntarily consent to participate. You will 
receive a copy of this form for your records. 

Name of Participant (please print):______________________________ 

_______________________________________  ______________ 
Signature  Date 
_________  I give my permission to be quoted directly in publications without using my name. 
 


