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 The purpose of this qualitative research study was to determine what effect my 

inclusive primary grade classroom has had on my typical students. This study was 

designed using a qualitative phenomenological method of inquiry that drew on the analysis 

methods of Moustakas (1994), Creswell (1998; 2007), and Van Manen (1994).  I used 

these phenomenological methods to look for the phenomenon of the everyday lived 

experience in an inclusive primary grade classroom and its impact on typical students (Van 

Manen, 1990).The research question that guided this study was: What impact does 

participation in an inclusive primary grade classroom setting have on typical students? 

  ―Phenomenology is the description of lived experience‖ which is also described as 

the essence of the experience (Van Manen, 1990, p. 25).  The lived experience of being in 

an inclusive classroom was described by twenty of my present and former typical students. 

Research focused on the collection of the students‘ responses to interview and survey 

questions, anecdotes collected from entries in my reflective journals which included stories 

from my colleagues and parents of students.    



 

 

Analysis of data revealed three themes: inclusion means learning together; it is 

okay to be different; and a classroom community means everyone learning together. These 

three themes described the lived experience of being in an inclusive classroom through the 

eyes of my students.  

 The data analysis revealed students had been impacted by the inclusive primary 

classroom community and it also revealed that the essence of my inclusive classroom is 

the community my students and I build together. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 Reggie, a six year old bundle of energy topped with bright red hair and a face full 

of freckles, joined my classroom midyear from another first grade classroom within my 

school. His team of special education teachers had made this decision because they felt a 

multi age classroom would be a better setting for him. Reggie came to me with a special 

education plan, as he was not performing on grade level and had many behaviors that 

interrupted not only his learning but his classmates‘ learning. I thought I would have a day 

or two to let my class know he would be joining us because he had some particular needs 

that were important to share. My plan was to talk to the class so they could be prepared to 

make Reggie feel comfortable. At that time Reggie had not yet been diagnosed with 

Tourette syndrome, but his noises and movements could be disruptive and even scary to 

other children. We needed time to talk together as a classroom community. 

Instead, the following day Reggie entered my room with his arms full of books and 

journals from his other classroom. ―Here I am!‖ he announced as the papers and books 

went flying around him. Two of my students walked over, carried his books to an empty 

cubby, escorted him to the rug, and showed him how we sit together to start the day. We 

were just getting ready to begin our Morning Meeting, part of the Responsive Classroom© 

(RC) (Charney, 1991) approach to classroom management. I had started the greeting to the 

class when I saw Reggie‘s body begin to lift off the rug as his head jerked him upwards. 

Before I could say a word, Paul, a second grader, placed his hand on Reggie‘s back, and 

said, ―Wow, that was a huge hiccup. Can I pat your back to see if that helps?‖ As
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continued to watch, Reggie‘s body calmed and his new friend kept applying deep pressure 

to the middle of his back. Reggie turned to his new classmate and said, ―Wow, you have 

the right touch! Maybe I can stay with all of you instead of sitting by myself.‖ Another 

child answered, ―Of course you can stay; everyone is included in our classroom.‖ 

Purpose of the Study 

As this story suggests, the students in my inclusive primary grade classroom have 

learned to accept and celebrate each other‘s differences. I have observed my typical 

students developing strategies to build friendships with non typical students who struggle 

with speech and language, physical movement, and/or behavioral challenges. I have 

watched a student wait by the end of the bus for his friend who will be exiting via the 

wheelchair lift so that he will not be alone at the end of the line.  I have heard one of my 

first graders politely ask a rushed guide at an art museum to have patience with her friend 

who needed extra time to formulate his words: ―If you would just wait a minute, you are 

going to hear a brilliant thought,‖ she said.  Then I watched the guide, impatiently tapping 

her foot, as Adam struggled to share why pointillism was his favorite type of art. The 

guide‘s whole body and attitude changed as she listened to him name his favorite paintings 

and describe his own attempts at pointillism. In that moment, I saw a typical first grader 

teach an adult about the power of inclusion. She valued her classmate‘s thoughts and 

wanted the adult to give him the gift of time to be able to share. That day I wondered if my 

first grade student was able to speak up in support of her classmate because of her 

participation in the community building that supports inclusion in my classroom. 
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 I have always assumed that inclusion is beneficial for my typical students. But what if 

inclusion has not been a positive experience for these students? What if I am making an 

assumption that isn‘t true?  The answers to these questions are important to me as a teacher 

and as a researcher, and they have led me to the purpose of this qualitative research study. 

I wanted to know what effect my inclusive primary classroom community has had on my 

typical students. Therefore, the research question that guided this study was: what impact 

did participation in an inclusive primary grade classroom community have on my typical 

students?  

For the purpose of my research, the term ―typical student‖ depicted those students, 

like Paul, who did not have special needs or a diagnosed disability that required 

modifications for them to meet the standards required at their grade level. The term ―non 

typical student‖ defined those students, like Reggie, who had special needs or a diagnosed 

disability that required modifications to assist them in participating in the classroom and to 

help them meet grade level standards. 

Rationale  

  In the field of education, the term ―inclusion‖ is generally defined as educating all 

children in one classroom regardless of their ability or disability (Kame‘enui & Simmons, 

1999). The inclusion of non typical students in the general education classroom is required 

by law (Winzer, 2008), but inclusion can look different in every classroom and in every 

school. According to Dr. Joe Petner, the former principal of the Haggerty School in 

Massachusetts, ―Inclusion is about a community where everyone is recognized for their 

differences but everyone is recognized as belonging – not only in our schools, but in our 

communities‖ (Greene, 2009, p. 6). Like Petner, I believe that inclusion is not just 
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educating typical and non typical students in one classroom. It is also about teaching them 

the skills to work together as a community and to accept each other‘s strengths and 

differences. Therefore, my definition of inclusion describes a classroom community in 

which all children and adults learn to work together and value each other through the 

differentiated instruction needed for non typical and typical students.   

According to Stout (2007), inclusion is more than just looking at the non typical 

learner‘s needs; it is also looking at the whole picture of the school, staff, and students:  

More comprehensive research must be done as inclusion becomes more 

widespread. Constant reflection is necessary if we ever hope to be able to 

make clear determinations about which specific strategies will help all 

children to become happy, contributing citizens. (¶ 52)  

I believe the specific strategies needed to teach all students in the same classroom are the 

same strategies that allow every child to be recognized as a member of the classroom and 

to feel a sense of belonging to the classroom community. Through this study, I hoped to 

show the power of inclusion for all students. 

The first time I was forced to go beyond my own beliefs that inclusion is beneficial 

for all learners was when an internationally known documentary about inclusion was 

partially filmed in my classroom. Following the opening of the film in schools and local 

theaters, my classroom received many visitors--parents and teachers-who wanted to see an 

inclusive classroom community. I also joined the director of the film on panels for 

discussions. During this time, I was asked many questions about inclusion.  These 

questions were mainly about the inclusion of non typical students, but surprisingly there 

were questions asked about typical students too. People wondered how I built an inclusive 
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classroom community and if being in that community had a positive effect on the typical 

student. I could only answer that I believed inclusion built through a classroom community 

was beneficial for all students, but I did not have any research to support my beliefs. These 

conversations and questions became the impetus for my graduate studies.   

There is a multitude of research and literature (Bunch & Valeo, 2004; Causton-

Theoharis & Malmgren, 2005; Fullan, 2007; Levine, 2003; Marzano, 2007) that supports 

inclusion as a positive experience for the non typical student. I have always believed that 

inclusion is also a positive experience for the typical student. Yet there is a scarcity of 

current research on the effects of inclusion on the typical student, and the majority of this 

published research (Grenot-Scheyer, Fisher, & Staub, 2001; Biklen, Corrigan, & Quick, 

1989; Bunch & Valeo, 2004) has been from the adult point of view; the teacher or the 

parent.  I believe it is important to also listen to the voices of the students. 

 An important contribution to the data in this research study came directly from the 

typical students who have been in my inclusive classroom. This research provided me with 

direct feedback from the students on how they view inclusion within a classroom 

community and if being in an inclusive classroom has had an impact upon them.   

Background 

I have 31 years of experience teaching primary grades (kindergarten, first, second 

and third) in public elementary schools.  My primary classroom is in one of the six 

elementary schools in a small city in New England.  My elementary school is one of the 

largest schools in the community with 455 students ranging from kindergarten to fifth 

grade. I have been teaching in a primary grade at my school for over 18 years.  
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Over these years I have discovered the importance of building a cohesive, caring, 

inclusive classroom community. A classroom community ―is a place where every 

individual is honored and where a sense of interdependence is built into the culture‖ 

(Levine, 2003, p. 5). My goal as a primary classroom teacher is to teach my students not 

only the academic curriculum but also the social skills of learning to accept and value 

each other‘s differences so all children are included.  Every year I strive to build an 

inclusive community of learners with my students, and I have always believed that a 

classroom community should foster the inclusion of all students and that all students 

benefit from inclusion. My inclusive classroom community is built through specific 

strategies and classroom procedures that encourage social and academic success.  

Building an Inclusive Classroom Community 

Responsive classroom (RC) is one of the instructional approaches I use in my 

classroom to integrate the teaching of academic skills and social skills as part of everyday 

classroom life (Charney, 1991). The language of RC is to reinforce, remind, and redirect 

students to make the expected choices that have been taught and modeled. Educators who 

use the RC approach use their language and tone of voice to guide their students socially 

and academically (Charney). Teachers are direct and effective by naming specific actions 

rather than abstract terms (Appendix A). An example of this is when students have 

practiced and learned the procedures of lining up quietly. The teacher will ask them to 

line up by reminding them to show what a quiet line looks like and sounds like. If the 

students are unable to perform this skill, the whole class goes back to review and practice 

the basic procedure or norm of lining up. The students learn through modeling, 

practicing, and the positive verbal cues of the teacher. 
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The RC (Charney, 1991) approach comes together with the gradual release of 

responsibility model (GRR) (Pearson & Gallagher, 1983). The GRR approach is a 

researched-based instructional model where responsibility for task completion shifts 

gradually over time from teacher--student or student--student. In the beginning, the 

teacher demonstrates the new concept. For example, the teacher models how to turn on 

and log in to the classroom computer. The next step is for the students to practice this 

new skill with the guidance of the teacher. Practicing independently by using the 

computer alone is the following step, and at the final stage the student is ready to assume 

all the responsibility and is able to perform this skill daily and even model it for another 

child. This could come about after a day, a week, for even at the end of the school year. A 

teacher uses GRR to emphasize instruction that mentors students into becoming capable 

thinkers and learners when handling academic or social tasks with which they have not 

yet developed expertise (Buehl, 2005).   

Guided discovery is an RC (Charney, 1991) management protocol used to 

introduce new materials and form procedures in the classroom. A guided discovery 

lesson is also a progressive technique that follows along the GRR model (Pearson & 

Gallagher, 1983). Teachers can spend the first six weeks of school setting up and forming 

their classroom management through guided discoveries: protocols for bathroom use, 

routines for the use of art materials, and safety and classroom rules.  

An example of a guided discovery is the modeling of not only the correct use and 

care of scissors, but the different types of scissors that are available for students 

(Appendix B). In an inclusive classroom, there are many types of scissors to meet the 

needs of students with low muscle tone or physical challenges. The teacher would begin 
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the lesson by showing a pair of scissors. Introductory questions from the teacher might 

include, ―What do you notice,‖ or ―What do you know about this item?‖  The class then 

brainstorms a list of the types of scissors and the use and storage of them. The lesson 

ends with students modeling the correct use and storage of the scissors. The first goal of 

using guided discovery is to generate interest and excitement about classroom resources 

and help my students explore their possible uses. The second goal is to facilitate the 

students‘ as they learn to work together as a community. Guided discovery also offers the 

teacher chances to introduce vocabulary, assess students‘ prior knowledge, and teach 

responsible use and care of materials. Guided discovery helps build the inclusive 

classroom community as everyone respectfully works together to learn how to use the 

new materials and to accept the different learning strategies and behaviors of their 

classmates. 

As the year progresses, students begin to take over the classroom routines and 

even model them for each other and new students. Through GRR (Gallagher & Pearson, 

1983) typical and non typical students become the instructors and the guides for their 

classmates. Every child then has the opportunity to share their strengths and take on roles 

of leadership in the classroom community (Charney, 1991).  

Wilhelm (2001) used a more student friendly language compared to GRR 

(Gallagher & Pearson, 1983) .Table 1 compares the teacher language of GRR to the 

language of Wilhelm. Wilhelm‘s straightforward words allow students to see and hear the 

steps of GRR. As students take on roles of leaders and role models in the classroom, they 

follow the steps and allow the adults and other students to observe and learn. 

 

http://reading.ecb.org/bibliography.html#pearson
http://reading.ecb.org/bibliography.html#pearson
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Table 1- The Language of GRR 

 

1. Demonstration 1. I do, you watch. 

2. Guided practice 2. I do, you help. 

3. Independent practice 3. You do, I help. 

4. Application 4. You do, I watch. 

(Gallagher & Pearson, 1983) Wilhem (2001) 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Using the practices of RC (Charney, 1991) and GRR (Gallagher & Pearson, 1983), my 

classroom community becomes ―a house of belonging and students thrive when exposed to 

the sense of security such a community can provide‖ (Levine, 2003, p. 6). 

Through the years, I have collected stories from colleagues and parents of students. 

Their stories acknowledge their belief that my inclusive classroom community has had an 

impact on my students.  One parent, Karen, shared a story about a family holiday party. 

Her mother recently had had a stroke, and her speech was impacted. Karen cautioned her 

son, Rob, that his ―Meme‖ was hard to understand but that he should not be afraid to hug 

her. When they arrived at the grandparent‘s house, Rob ran over to hug his Meme and sat 

next to her to tell her a story about school. The other grandchildren came and went after 

sharing a quick hug, but Rob continued to tell her a long involved story about the chicks 

our classroom had hatched. He would stop and listen to her as she struggled to talk and 

then continue with his story. Later, one of Rob‘s uncles asked him how he understood his 

grandmother. Rob smiled and said, ―It‘s not the words that are important; it‘s her eyes and 

face. I can tell she is listening as she smiles with her eyes.‖ He told a story about a child in 

his classroom who used his eyes and facial expressions to share his feelings and voice 

http://reading.ecb.org/bibliography.html#pearson
http://reading.ecb.org/bibliography.html#pearson
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because he often struggled with speech. Rob explained that his Meme could still talk; it 

was just different from the way she talked before.  

This story has encouraged me to continue building a community of learners in my 

classroom, but it also has me wondering if more typical students have been impacted by 

being in my inclusive classroom community.  

Summary 

 My research was a phenomenological qualitative study that highlighted the typical 

students‘ experiences in my inclusive primary classroom community. The process of a 

phenomenological study is all about the questions. The questions ―give direction and focus 

to meaning…awaken further interest and concern and account for the passionate 

involvement‖ (Moustakas, 1994, p. 59). As a phenomenologist, I wanted to understand the 

impact of participation in an inclusive primary grade classroom setting on my typical 

students. Both inclusion and classroom community have been the topics of research 

studies and books (Stainback & Stainback, 1990; Lambert et al., 2003; Erwin, 1993). 

However, there is little research that looks through the eyes of the typical students as they 

share their thoughts and experiences about being in an inclusive classroom community. 

This study not only looks at an inclusive classroom community through the eyes of my 

students, but also through my eyes as a teacher and researcher. As a teacher, I want to 

know more about the effects of the inclusive community building strategies on my typical 

students. As a researcher, I want to contribute to the education research regarding the 

power of an inclusive classroom community and its impact on typical learners. 
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Chapter 2 

Review of Related Literature 

 The clamor of voices subsided when each small child took a seat on the brightly 

colored rug. As the children were seated, an almost perfect circle emerged while they 

quieted their bodies and their voices. I greeted my primary students with a smile and said, 

―Good morning my friend, Bobby,‖ to the child next to me. Bobby then repeated the 

greeting to the girl next to him, substituting her name. This greeting was passed around the 

circle from child to child. The greeting changed subtly as some children only smiled at 

their neighbor, one child gave a high five to a friend with his arm supported by an adult, 

and a child sitting by the teacher was reminded to respond respectfully to the greeter. 

When I began to describe the upcoming field trip and assign the children into sets of 

buddies to sit together on the bus, Jordan whispered to a paraprofessional sitting near him, 

―Don‘t forget I need to sit in the back so I can be near the wheelchair lift to be with my 

buddy, Cole.‖  At this comment, Cole turned and grinned with a thumb up sign indicating 

he has overheard and he agrees.  

I told the 21 students they would have popsicles when they returned from their trip, 

and they broke into a joyous silent celebration of hands raised and wiggling fingers. The 

children in my class knew that some of their classmates were easily upset by a sudden 

change in noise levels, so they have adapted their responses. They used their hands to 

quietly rejoice instead of their voices. These six and seven year olds were a community of 

learners who were empathetic to different styles of communication and learning. These 

students have accepted their classmates‘ differences in their classroom. 
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The Purpose 

The preceding story illustrates my students‘ recognition and acceptance of the 

differences in their classmates in our inclusive primary classroom community.  As a 

teacher, I build an inclusive classroom community with all my students. As a researcher, I 

want to know more about the inclusive classroom community and my typical students. The 

purpose of my study was to determine what effect an inclusive primary grade classroom 

has on my typical students. The research question that guided this study was: what impact 

does participation in an inclusive primary grade classroom community have on my typical 

students?  

In this research study, the terms typical and non typical were used to describe the 

learners in my classroom. Jordan, one of the students in the story, is a typical student. He 

did not have any special needs or a diagnosed disability. Cole is a non typical student, 

because his disability requires modifications to help him participate in the classroom and 

to help him meet grade level standards.  

Definition of Inclusion  

 In education in the United States, the term inclusion describes the practice of 

educating all or most students in the same classroom, incorporating non typical children 

with physical, cognitive, behavioral, and/or developmental disabilities (McBrien & 

Brandt, 1997). Non typical students are included academically by modifying their grade 

level curriculum, spending time with specialists, or having the access of a 1-1 

paraprofessional.   

According to McPhail and Freeman (2005), inclusive education is also defined as 

the creation of, access to, and full participation in rich learning for all students without 
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prejudice. Inclusion can be implemented in a variety of ways (Gruner, 2002). The 

implementation of inclusion describes different conditions: from non typical students 

who spend a small part of their day in a general education classroom to non typical 

students who spend their whole day in a general education classroom with the supports 

and modifications that are needed. "The true essence of inclusion is based on the premise 

that all individuals with disabilities (non typical students) have a right to be included in 

naturally occurring settings and activities with their neighborhood peers, siblings, and 

friends" (Erwin, 1993, p. 1). For me, the essence of inclusion consists of the typical and 

non typical students‘ experience in the inclusive classroom. 

According to Stainback and Stainback (1990), inclusion is a belief system ―in 

which everyone belongs, is accepted, supports, and is supported by his or her peers and 

other members of the school community in the course of having his or her educational 

needs met" (p.3). Stout (1993) takes this belief system a little bit further by explaining that 

inclusion means non typical students need to be receive their educational and/or social 

services within their classrooms and school communities: 

Inclusion expresses commitment to educate each child, to the maximum 

extent appropriate, in the school and classroom he or she would otherwise 

attend. It involves bringing the support services to the child (rather than 

moving the child to the services) and requires only that the child will 

benefit from being in the class rather than having to keep up with the other 

students. (¶ 9)  

Inclusion is also a process of making it possible for educators to provide access to 

high quality education for all students (Lambert et al., 2003). High quality education has 
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been defined as using the best practice of differentiated instruction (DI) which can be 

characterized as a collection of practices for discovering student needs, then designing 

instruction to match (Tomlinson, 2003). Inclusive instruction requires being able to engage 

typical and non typical students through different learning modalities as well as different 

learning interests.  

Researchers and educators, including Stainback and Stainback (1990), Lambert, et 

al. (2003), and Erwin (1993), agree that inclusion is a belief system that allows all students 

to have access to a high quality education within their classrooms and their schools. Bunch 

(2002) takes the educational definition of inclusion to a higher level beyond the classroom 

and into the world: ―Inclusion, true inclusion will wipe segregation from the face of the 

earth, we teachers can begin by wiping it out of the worlds of the children we teach‖ (p. 2).   

 Inclusion is more than the attendance of non typical learners in the classroom. It is 

more than non typical and typical students receiving instruction in the same classroom. 

Inclusion is about membership in the community of the classroom. It is about 

opportunities to make friends, have social connections, and be a part of the classroom 

community (Bunch, 2002). For the purpose of this research, my definition of inclusion 

describes a classroom community in which all students and adults learn to work together 

and value each other through the differentiated instruction needed for non typical and 

typical students.   

Laws and History of Inclusion 

 In the 1960s, special educators were instructing non typical students in a 

continuum of settings that included hospital schools for those with the most severe 

disabilities, specialized day schools for students with severe disabilities who were able to 
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live at home, and special classes in regular public schools for students whose disabilities 

could be managed in small groups (US Department of Education, 2007). During this 

period, special educators also began to take on the role of consultants, assisting other 

teachers in instructing students with disabilities. By 1970, a range of educational 

placements were offered to students with varying disabilities and needs; however, public 

schools were not yet required to educate all students regardless of their disabilities (US 

Department of Education, 2007).  The landmark 1975 legislation of the Education for All 

Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA) changed how and where these non typical students 

were educated (US Department of Education, 2007).  

On November 29, 1975, former President Gerald Ford signed the EAHCA into law 

which resulted in early intervention programs and services for infants and toddlers, and 

special education and related services for children and youth with disabilities. The 

EAHCA provided funding to help schools defray some of the costs of that education. The 

main goal of EAHCA, renamed in 1990 as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

(IDEA) was, and is, a free appropriate public education for typical and non typical students 

(Yell, Rogers, & Rogers, 1998). 

 In 1997, IDEA was reauthorized under former President Clinton and amended to 

require the inclusion of students with disabilities in statewide and district wide 

assessments. Public schools were now being held accountable for the education of the non 

typical students.  Individuals with Disabilities Education Act governs how states and 

public agencies provide early intervention, special education, and related services to more 

than 6.5 million eligible infants, toddlers, children and youth with disabilities (McBrien & 

Brandt, 1997). The reauthorized Individuals with Disabilities Education Act was signed 
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into law on Dec. 3, 2004, by President George W. Bush. This amended law explained 

Congress‘ projected outcome for each child with a disability: students must be provided an 

education that prepares them for further education, employment, and independent living. It 

also required that school districts integrate or include students with special needs, the non 

typical learners (US Department of Education, 2007). 

According to these laws, each public school child who receives special education 

and related services must have an Individualized Education Plan (IEP). McBrien and 

Brandt (1997) described the IEP process as a time when a team of teachers, parents, school 

administrators, related services personnel, and students (when appropriate) work 

collectively to improve educational results for children with disabilities. The team then 

constructs explicit goals in all the specified areas that need modification. These goals are 

written into an individual plan and that becomes the IEP that is signed by parent/guardian 

and education staff. The classroom teacher and specialists are then required to ensure that 

the IEP goals are met through modifications to the classroom curriculum and through time 

spent with the specialists within or outside the general education classroom (McBrien & 

Brandt, 1997). 

Every few years the laws of the IDEA are amended and reauthorized, so it is 

impossible to predict the future of this law, however,  there has certainly been 

transformation in the laws governing how and where non typical learners are educated 

(Yell et al., 1998). Inevitably, these transformations will continue to impact not only the 

education of the non typical student but the education of the typical student as well.  
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Definition of a Classroom Community 

A classroom community is a place where students feel safe both 

emotionally and physically, where they feel supported…it is a place where 

each individual is honored and where a sense of interdependence is built 

into the culture. (Levine, 2003, p. 5) 

In order to build a classroom community, teachers spend time teaching the social skills 

that support their students‘ ability to work cooperatively and to be respectful of 

differences (Winner, 2007).  Throughout the school year students learn and then practice 

the social skills needed in a classroom. The community is created over the school year by 

the teacher and students as they work together. 

Wheatley (2003) describes a community as a group which ―creates themselves 

around a shared intent and some basic principles about how to be together‖ (p. 36). In 

education, the term classroom community is defined as the place where students learn the 

skills and strategies needed for solving social problems, resolving conflicts, developing 

friendships, learning to work cooperatively with others, and enhancing self-esteem (Pavri 

& Monda-Amaya, 2000).  Kohn (2006) points out that an authentic classroom community 

―is constructed over time by people with a common purpose who come to know and trust 

each other‖ (p. 109). The teacher and students come to know each other through 

conversations at class meetings and through the procedures used to build the classroom 

community: ―Just as painters work with the elements of point, line, tone and plane, 

teachers and students use ceremony, ritual, rite, celebration, play, and critique when they 

make a learning community‖ (Peterson, 1992, p. 13). But a classroom community is not 

built through a program or curriculum alone; ―it is a belief system that provides the 
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foundation upon which everything that goes on in the classroom is situated‖ (Levine, 

2003, p. 7).  

A classroom community is a place where students feel cared about and are 

encouraged to care about each other (Kohn, 2006). As students learn the skills of 

effectual and responsive interpersonal relations, they establish membership in their 

community, working towards common goals, the good of the group, and creating a 

microcosm of the public good (Pereira, 1988).  

Working toward a common goal within a community requires the ability to 

communicate and to listen. Maxine Greene (1995) emphasizes that ―the renewal of a 

common world . . . may come into being in the course of a continuing dialogue‖ (p. 196). 

To build a classroom community, students need to talk and to experience spoken 

language and conversation, in order to think and to learn. Alexander (2008) noted that 

conversation is necessary not just for learning but can be extended further and made a 

tool for creating a classroom community.  

The ability to build a culture or a community within a classroom of students is 

becoming more important in the training of new educators (New Hampshire Department 

of Education, 2011). One of the four competencies for educators approved by the New 

Hampshire Professional Standards Board in the spring of 2011 is a cultural competency.  

This competency requires educators to teach students how to be responsible for 

themselves and others; in addition the students need to be able to engage in dynamic 

teamwork (New Hampshire Department of Education, 2011). These skills of 

responsibility and teamwork are characteristics of a classroom community.  
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Richard Prawat (1992) noted that when educators agree that learning is a social 

act, ―the criteria for judging teacher effectiveness shifts from that of delivering good 

lessons to that of being able to build or create a classroom ‗learning community‘‖ (p. 13). 

The understanding and the development of the classroom community has become a way 

to judge teacher effectiveness. Danielson‘s Framework for Teaching (2009), a valid and 

research based teacher evaluation system, has now been adopted by five states and 

hundreds of districts outside of those states as the foundation of their school or district‘s 

teacher evaluation processes (Danielson, 2009).   This framework explains the four 

domains of professional practice including one entitled ―creating an environment of 

respect and rapport‖ (Danielson, 2009, p. 66).  This domain clarifies and displays the 

importance of the teacher‘s ability to build a classroom community that establishes a 

culture for learning (Danielson, 2009).    

For the purpose of this research, my definition of a classroom community is a 

place where teachers and students make social connections as they learn to respect each 

other‘s differences with the common goal of learning together.  

Inclusion and the Classroom Community 

Inclusion is based on the belief that people/adults work in inclusive 

communities, work with people of different races, religions, aspirations, 

disabilities. In the same vein, children of all ages should learn and grow in 

environments that resemble the environments that they will eventually 

work in…Children that learn together, learn to live together. (Alper, 

Scholoss, Etscheidt, &Macfarlane, 1995, p. 19) 
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A classroom community is inclusive when typical and non typical students 

receive their education in the same classroom. An inclusive classroom community occurs 

when typical and non typical students accept each others‘ differences and have the 

common goal of learning together (Winner, 2007).  For the purpose of this research, my 

definition of an inclusive classroom community is similar to my definition of a classroom 

community: a place where teachers and students, both typical and non typical, make 

social connections as they learn to respect each others‘ differences with the common goal 

of learning together. 

As the teachers and students are building an inclusive community of learners, they 

are learning how to be social beings who are respectful and accommodating to each 

other‘s needs and learning styles. As students make connections with each other through 

classroom activities and conversation, the ability to accept and respect differences will 

become an expected natural part of the social interactions (Charney, 1991). In an 

inclusive classroom community, the students learn to appreciate each other‘s strengths 

and differences by observing their teachers model and share the different strategies of 

learning (Grenot-Scheyer, Fisher, & Staub, 2001). 

Best Practices to Create an Inclusive Classroom Community 

When inclusive education is implemented appropriately, all students benefit 

(Power-deFur, & Orelove, 1996). Inclusion can be implemented by the use of appropriate 

best practices.  A best practice is a technique or methodology that, through experience 

and research, has proven to consistently lead to a desired result (Fullan, 2007). 

Responsive classroom (RC) (Charney, 1991), the gradual release of responsibility (GRR) 

(Pearson & Gallagher, 1983), and differentiated instruction (DI) (Tomlinson, 2003) are 
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some of the best practice approaches that support the building of an inclusive classroom 

community. These educational models help build the community that allows typical and 

non typical students to be supportive of each other and make social connections as they 

learn to respect each others‘ differences with the common goal of learning together. The 

term ―best practices‖ has been defined as ―a shorthand emblem of serious, thoughtful, 

informed, and responsible, state-of-the-art teaching‖ (Daniels, Zemelman, & Hyde, 2005, 

p. vi). 

Purposeful inclusive community building can be broken down to four parts: 

forming, norming, storming, and performing (Tuckman, 1984). Forming, Tuckman 

explained, happens when the classroom of students first comes together. The forming 

stage is important because, in this stage, the members of the team get to know one 

another, exchange some personal information, and make new friends. The teacher‘s role 

is to create the norms by guiding and working with the students to generate the rules and 

to set up the procedures and rituals of the classroom. According to Tuckman, norming 

includes the teaching of respect for the differences in learning styles and learning needs 

within the classroom. To accomplish this, the teacher will ―encourage, model and 

facilitate cooperation, support, honor, and trust…then the class will begin to internalize 

these behaviors‖ (Levine, 2003, p. 8).  

Tuckman (1984) explained that storming, when conflict develops, is an 

opportunity for reconstruction or growth as the students learn to deal with conflict in a 

positive manner.  In this stage, students come together to discover new ways to handle 

disagreements or differences.  The storming stage is necessary to the growth of the team. 
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Storming can be unpleasant as students learn to work together. Tolerance of each student 

and their differences should be emphasized (Tuckman, 1984). 

All of these stages come together as performing as the classroom of students 

becomes a community. Tuckman (1984) clarified that performing happens while the 

community is developed within the stages of forming, norming, and storming. This is not 

a static set of stages; many of the norms will be revisited or reworked, and storming will 

continue as the students grow and develop (Tuckman, 1984). 

These four stages are important in an inclusive classroom community because the 

stages encourage the acceptance of all the students, regardless of differences. Teachers 

then scaffold off this learning throughout the school year with follow up activities and 

reviews of expected behaviors as differences or storming occurs (Charney, 1991).   

Use of Best Practices to Build an Inclusive Classroom Community 

Responsive classroom (Charney, 1991) and GRR (Gallagher & Pearson, 1983) are 

best practice approaches that allow teachers to differentiate instruction for their typical and 

non typical students. Teachers need to know where the students are academically and 

socially instead of adopting a standardized approach to teaching that presumes that all 

learners of a given age or grade are essentially alike (Tomlinson, 2003). With the inclusion 

of more non typical students in the general education classrooms, curriculums have been 

modified to allow for differentiated instruction (Tomlinson, 2003).   

Tomlinson (2003) refers to curriculum differentiation not so much as an 

instructional strategy, but as a way of thinking about the classroom. Simply stated, DI is 

teaching with student differences in mind. Thus, differentiated instruction is ―responsive‖ 

teaching rather than ―one-size-fits-all‖ teaching (Tomlinson, 2003). ―Differentiation is 

http://reading.ecb.org/bibliography.html#pearson
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classroom practice that looks eyeball to eyeball with the reality that kids differ, and the 

most effective teachers do whatever it takes to hook the whole range of kids on learning‖ 

(Tomlinson, 2010, p. 113). A more descriptive definition of differentiated instruction is: 

A teacher proactively plans varied approaches to what students need to 

learn, how they will learn it, and/or how they can express what they have 

learned in order to increase the likelihood that each student will learn as 

much as he or she can as efficiently as possible. (Tomlinson, 2003, p. 151)  

Within an inclusive classroom community there are differences in learning styles and 

social skills. Differentiated instruction (Tomlinson, 2010) encourages the teacher to be 

cognizant of all these differences and use this information to guide instruction and to 

build the classroom community. Westwood (2003) noted teachers should focus on how to 

teach the same material effectively to all students; ―Isn‘t it more inclusive for students to 

be doing the same work with differentiated amount of assistance?‖ (p.10). If all students 

are taught the same material through a differentiated approach, all students will be 

included in the classroom instruction. 

Researchers Frederickson, Simmonds, Evans, and Soulsby (2007) have shown 

that successful learning and a sense of community are interconnected. These researchers 

said ―a sense of belonging in school can lead to motivation, increased engagement in the 

classroom…‖ (Frederickson et al., 2007, p. 107). Through the use of the best practices of 

RC (Charney, 1991), GRR (Gallagher and Pearson, 1983), and DI (Tomlinson, 2010) 

students begin the year as separate students but end the year as an inclusive community 

of learners. Sapon-Sheve (1999) said, ―Learning to be an effective community member 

http://reading.ecb.org/bibliography.html#pearson
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within a classroom is a stepping stone to being a productive member of other 

communities‖ (p. 17).  

Inclusion Research 

The early research on inclusion focused on the academic and social skills of non 

typical students, frequently overlooking the impact of inclusion on typical students. The 

studies that did focus on the typical learner in an inclusive classroom were looking 

primarily at the impact on their academic achievement. In fact, Peltier‘s (1997) meta-

analysis of the literature on the effect of inclusion on typical children concluded, 

"Inclusive education does not negatively affect typical students' academic growth"(p. 

234). Staub & Peck (1995) summarized three earlier studies (Bricker, Bruder, & Baily, 

1982; Cooke, Ruskus, Apolloni, & Peck, 1981; Odom, Deklyen, & Jenkins, 1984) related 

to the effects of inclusion on typical students. Their summary concluded that the 

inclusion of non typical students helped to create a caring and accepting community of 

learners as well as improved student learning for typical peers. Researchers York, 

Vandercook, MacDonald, Heise-Neff, and Caughey (1991) found that typical and non 

typical students in a middle school setting who were included in the same classroom 

environment had the opportunity to ―learn about each other and develop the positive 

interdependence necessary to be part of the same community‖ (p. 244).  

In 1995, Denning investigated the effects of inclusion on the achievement of 

typical students, but unlike Staub and Peck (1995), he compared the academic 

achievement of much larger groups of students. His study compared the academic 

achievement of 577 general education elementary students assigned to inclusive 

classrooms to the academic achievement of 577 similar general education elementary 
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students assigned to non inclusive classrooms. Denning (1995) concluded that the results 

of the study suggest that high-achieving general education students in inclusive 

classrooms do meet the same achievement levels when compared to the general education 

students in non inclusive classrooms. But Denning also concluded that the practice of 

inclusion and its impact on typical students still has many questions yet to be answered. 

Denning‘s research was the beginning of a progression of research that explored the 

potential benefits of academic and social interactions for non typical students attending 

inclusive school settings. Similar to Denning (1995), Staub voiced concerns about the 

sparse research on the impact of inclusion on the typical learner, ―Each question we 

answer leads to more to explore….we‘ve just begun to discover the effects of inclusion 

on all students--disabled and non disabled alike‖ (1996, p. 8).   

More recently, researchers from the Center on Education and Lifelong Learning, 

Indiana Institute on Disability and Community (2000) completed a yearlong study on the 

progress of students across inclusive and traditional settings (Waldron & Cole, 2000). 

This study investigated the academic benefits of inclusive education for typical students. 

The results from this study indicated that typical and non typical students educated in 

inclusive elementary school settings made as great or greater academic gains than 

students educated in schools that utilize a more traditional, pull out model for supporting 

non typical students (Waldron & Cole, 2000).   

Classroom Community Research 

Within a classroom community, all students have opportunities to learn about 

each other in ways that honor the full range of experiences and differences of each 

student (Charney, 1991). Schools and classrooms can be designed to smooth the progress 
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of kindness, consideration, empathy, and compassion for others (Staub, 1996). Staub‘s 

(1996) research study of typical students in inclusive elementary and middle school 

classrooms found that ―perhaps the single most common feature shared by students in 

reciprocal relationships was membership in a caring school community that promoted 

pro-social development‖ (p. 77). Furman (1998) noted the essential structures of 

classroom community: 

It is based on the ethics of acceptance of otherness with respect, justice, 

and appreciation and of peaceful cooperation within difference, (and) it is 

fostered by a process that promotes its members the feelings of belonging, 

trust in others and safety. (p. 318) 

The students who build a classroom community together with their teacher 

develop a sense of belonging and cooperation with their classmates.  

Boyer (1995) emphasized that building a community in elementary 

classrooms and schools is essential for effective education. A school and then a 

classroom becomes a community for learning when it is "a purposeful place, a 

communicative place, a just place, a disciplined place, a caring place, and a 

celebrative place" (p.18). A community of learners connects, cares, and 

celebrates together through classroom procedures and rules that were agreed 

upon by the community. A community also has a history and a memory of their 

time together (Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, & Tipton, 1985). Goleman 

(2005) noted that there will be a time when "education will routinely include 

inculcating essential human competencies such as self awareness, self-control, 

and empathy, and the arts of listening, resolving conflicts and cooperation" (p. 
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xxiv). A classroom community has the potential to teach and embrace these 

human competencies for all students.  

Inclusive Classroom Communities Research 

Teachers set the tone for inclusion within their classroom community by building 

positive interactions among students and by modeling collaborative interactions with 

support personnel, parents, paraprofessionals, and typical and non typical students 

(Bunch, 2002). The students in classrooms that teach and celebrate differences may have 

more opportunities to learn about their classmates in ways that honor the full range of 

experiences and differences that each child brings to the classroom (Causton-Theoharis & 

Malmgren, 2005).Typical students often need to learn the correct ways to respond and 

work with their non typical peers. The teachers, both special education and general 

education, must model the correct responses, reactions, and the patience that will be 

needed in order to make every student feel an equal part of their classroom community 

(Grenot-Scheyer, Fisher, & Staub, 2001).  

The types of instructional strategies found in inclusive classroom communities, 

including peer tutoring, cooperative learning groups, and differentiated instruction, were 

shown to be beneficial to all learners (Villa & Thousand, 2000). Inclusion is not merely 

defined by just the placement of non typical learners, but rather is based on creating a 

learning environment that supports and includes typical and non typical students.  

The importance of community building within the inclusive classroom is shown 

through the research by Grenot-Scheyer, Fisher, & Staub (2001), Staub (1998), and Staub 

&Peck (1995). These researchers were able to identify three specific areas of mutual 

benefit for elementary school age typical and non typical classmates:  
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1. Warm and caring companionship: Relationships that emerged between 

typical and non typical students developed into important, long-lasting 

friendships;  

2. Growth in social cognition and self-concept: Typical students 

experienced an increase in self-esteem as a result of their relationships 

with non typical students individuals;  

3. The development of personal principles: Typical students showed less 

intolerance toward people who behaved, acted, or looked differently 

from themselves (Grenot-Scheyer et al., (1998); Staub (1998); Staub & 

Peck(1995). 

These three areas are not just goals for classrooms, but for outside connections 

within their schools, communities and neighborhoods because, ―Inclusion is about 

belonging to a community—a group of friends, a school community, or a neighborhood‖ 

(Allen & Schwartz, 2001, p. 4). When non typical students are included in the general 

education classroom, all students develop social, communication, and problem-solving 

skills, as well as the ability to get along in (other) diverse communities (Farlow, 1996).  

Helmstetter, Peck, and Giangreco (1994) surveyed 166 Washington state high 

school students who had been in inclusive middle school classrooms and found that the 

typical students had developed positive attitudes toward students with disabilities based on 

the experience of having non typical students in their classrooms. Helmstetter et al., (1994) 

also noted that student friendships and relationships seem to be enhanced by inclusion, 

with greater understanding and compassion demonstrated.  
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 A similar study by Staub, Schwartz, Gallucci, and Peck (1994) used classroom 

observations, video, and open interviews/discussions to study the relationships between 

four typical students and four non typical students who were in the same 6
th

 grade 

classroom. The researchers found that the typical children in the inclusive classroom who 

had developed a social connection with a non typical peer became an advocate for their 

non typical friends.  

The research of Helmstetter et al.(1994) and  Staub, Schwartz, Gallucci, and Peck 

(1994) was based on middle school and high school students, but it is important to my 

research because there is so little research on typical students in a primary inclusive 

classroom.  Both research studies revealed that typical learners at the higher grade levels 

exhibited a greater acceptance and valuing of individual differences, enhanced self-esteem, 

a genuine capacity for friendship and the acquisition of new skills (Helmstetter et al., 

1994; Staub et al., 1994).  

The existing body of literature on the impact of inclusion on the typical student 

(Grenot-Scheyer, Staub, Peck, & Schwartz, 1998; Peltier, 1997; Salend & Duhaney, 1999; 

Staub & Peck, 1995) focused on the emotional gains such as empathy, increased self-

esteem, and a sense of responsibility of the older student.  Fletcher (2010) found there was 

limited research on the effects of inclusion on the typical student during early elementary 

grades. 

 An inclusive classroom community is built to accept everyone and to recognize 

and celebrate their differences. The inclusive goal is for all students to recognize the 

strengths of their classmates and to respect their varied learning styles and abilities 

(Roffman & Wanerman, 2011). When typical and non typical students learn to work 
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together, every student becomes an integral member of the classroom community. ―All 

children are children. When children are given the right to belong, they are given a right 

to their diversity‖ (Kunc, 1992, p. 87). The classroom community forms because of the 

acceptance of diversity and the acceptance that everyone is different and has individual 

needs and abilities (Grenot-Scheyer, Fisher, & Staub, 2001).  

Social Outcomes of Inclusion and the Classroom Community 

  The studies on social outcomes and friendships within the classroom community 

have an important connection to my research study because the topics: social skills; 

community building; and acceptance and understanding of differences are the foundation 

of the inclusive classroom community. A key aspect of the social outcomes of inclusion 

concerns the extent to which typical and non typical students make social connections 

within their classroom community. Friendship is a dimension of social interaction and a 

goal of inclusion (Hamre-Nietupski, Hendrickson, Nietupski, & Shokoohi-Yekta, 1994).  

 Through inclusion, typical students develop respect for others with diverse 

characteristics and unique abilities; they increase their understanding of other students‘ 

needs, and become more comfortable around non typical students (Renzaglia et al., 2003). 

McGinnis (2006) stated, "The philosophy is when students understand differences, they 

are less fearful and more likely to develop friendships and accept students who may look, 

act and learn differently" (p. 28). 

In a qualitative study examining social connections between typical and non typical 

students, Bunch and Valeo (2004) interviewed 52 typical and non typical students between 

the ages of six and eighteen to study their attitudes toward peers with disabilities. A 

number of those students were in classrooms with some or no inclusion and the rest of the 
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students were in full day inclusive classrooms in Ontario, Canada. The students in two 

inclusive schools and four special education schools (non typical students spent only part 

of their day in the general education classrooms) participated in this study. Bunch and 

Valeo were interested in knowing:  

Whether students know school peers with disabilities, whether they are 

friends, whether peers with disabilities are treated appropriately, whether 

typical students become advocates and whether they accept the model for 

education of students with disabilities chosen by their school system.  (p. 

63) 

Bunch and Valeo (2004) indicated that students in the inclusive schools had 

friendships with non typical students, whereas students from schools with the special 

education classrooms and partial inclusion did not. Bunch and Valeo suggested that the 

differences do not lie in the students themselves, but in the educational planning and 

community building that brought the typical and non typical students together (Bunch & 

Valeo, 2004). The typical and non typical students in the inclusive schools were together 

all day while the typical students in the special education schools were with their non 

typical peers for short periods of time. Bunch and Valeo reported that in the inclusive 

classroom, ―all students would come to know and value each other, and make friends. 

Students in inclusive settings also realized and accepted that they had some responsibility 

for supporting their peers with disabilities to do well socially and academically‖ (p.75). 

Bunch and Valeo (2004) found ―little recognition of shared responsibility apparent among 

students in schools with special education structures‖ (p.75). The research of Bunch and 
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Valeo demonstrated that meaningful interactions between typical and non typical students 

can lead to the acceptance and understanding of differences.  

A two year study by Estell, Jones, Pearl, and Van Acker (2009) examined the 

social connections between 55 non typical students in general education classrooms and 

1,254 typical students. The students in this study ranged from fourth grade to sixth grade, 

and the data was collected through a series of surveys over the two years. This study‘s 

results indicated that non typical students were as likely to have a reciprocated best friend 

and had as many best friends as their typically achieving peers. Past studies on typical and 

non typical students (Estell et al., 2009; Juvonen & Bear, 1992) have shown that non 

typical students who are isolated from their peers because of non inclusive settings have 

fewer friends and form more of their social connections outside of school.  Estell, Jones, 

Pearl, and Van Acker attribute the results in their study to the physical closeness of their 

participants being in the same classroom. As Hartup and Abecassis (2002) stated, 

"children cannot become friends if they never meet" (p. 288).   

Building meaningful friendships between typical and non typical peers is a 

common theme in research on inclusion and classroom community (Bunch & Valeo, 2004; 

Estell, Jones, Pearl, & Van Acker, 2009; Renzaglia et al., 2003).  In their research, Estell, 

Jones, Pearl, and Van Acker (2009) stated, "the existing literature suggests that close 

friendships are a key factor to students' success in school…friendships have a major 

implication for positive emotional and academic development" (p. 4). Social connections 

between students have an improved chance of being created when typical and non typical 

students have ongoing contact within their own classroom communities (Hartup & 

Abecassis, 2002). Researchers Estell, Jones, Pearl, and Van Acker indicated that more 
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research needs to be done to understand and possibly promote the social integration of non 

typical children in inclusive classrooms. Levine (2003) emphasized ―Community building 

and participation in a classroom community should be seen not as some activity or lesson 

but as a way of being that touches all aspects of the school day …and carries over into the 

rest of life‖ (p.17). When students have a sense of belonging to a classroom community, 

social relationships inside and outside of that community will grow and develop (Levine, 

2003).  

Biklen, Corrigan, and Quick (1989) interviewed typical elementary grade students 

who ranged in ages nine to eleven. They asked students open ended questions about their 

experiences with inclusion. Results of their research found that all children benefited 

socially when typical and non typical students learn important personal and social skills 

that they might not otherwise learn in segregated settings.  The students‘ responses 

described how they felt the inclusion of non typical students helped them be aware of 

individual differences in physical appearance and behavior. The participants in this study 

experienced the same social skill lessons within the classroom and they all knew the 

expected behaviors towards their classmates within the classroom environment (Biklen, 

Corrigan, & Quick, 1989). The students benefitted from the whole classroom social 

lessons because all the students, typical and non typical, heard and practiced the same 

skills. These students were able to work together as a classroom community because they 

were all included. 

Schnorr‘s research (1990) explained the significance of social relationships 

between typical and non typical students. Although her investigation is over 20 years old, 

it is a pivotal research study because she asked typical students about a non typical student 
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who was in their classroom for a short period of time every day. Schnorr‘s work has since 

been referred to by many researchers and writers when their topic is inclusion, because 

there are so few other studies that interview young typical students about non typical 

students in their classrooms. Schnorr spent seven months in a first grade classroom that 

was made up of 23 typical students and one non typical student, Peter, who had Down 

syndrome.  Her original intent was to learn about first grade and what happened in a first 

grade classroom by spending time observing and then interviewing the students 

themselves.  

In 1990 when Schnorr conducted her study, many non typical students had two 

classrooms: a self contained resource room where all students were non typical and a 

regular education classroom which they joined for part of the school day. This type of 

inclusion was referred to as ―mainstreaming‖ because the students were placed for certain 

subjects or short periods of time into their grade level classroom from their self-contained 

resource room.  Peter was mainstreamed from a special education classroom to his regular 

education classroom for a short time each morning and then he was escorted back to his 

resource room by a staff member. Later, he was picked up by the first graders who walked 

past his special education classroom as they went to art or music. Peter wasn‘t able to join 

the general education classroom for their free play time every afternoon because his bus 

picked him up earlier than the normal dismissal time. Schnorr (1990) theorized that Peter 

and his typical classmates may have benefitted from this unstructured play time together.    

To begin her study, Schnorr (1990) felt she needed to build a trusting relationship 

with the students in order for them to feel comfortable talking and sharing their ideas with 

her. When she first joined the class, she took on a role as a participant in activities and 
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games in their classroom, but she was cautious to not take on the responsibility of an 

educator. Her role in the classroom was not to be involved in disciplining or redirecting 

students or assisting them with academic work (Schnorr, 1990). She began by observing in 

the classroom and then interviewing the students with open ended questions about first 

grade. She discovered that the students had a universal framework that defined their school 

experience. The themes of this framework that became most apparent through the answers 

to her guiding questions were: what they thought about first grade; where they thought 

they belonged; what they did at school; and with whom they played. This last question 

unintentionally led to further questions about Peter, as the students referred to him as the 

boy ―who comes and goes‖ (Schnorr, 1990, p. 231).  

While being interviewed, the first graders were quick to point out that Peter was 

not really in their classroom and that he just visited from his other room (Schnorr, 1990). 

These first graders were aware that when Peter did come into their classroom, he was 

allowed to color while they wrote stories and that his assigned desk was used by other 

students throughout the day.  These first graders were proud of their desks and showed 

ownership through their decorated nametags and personal supplies. The typical students 

recognized that Peter‘s desk also had his name on it, but that it was empty most of the day. 

They also saw that they were not redirected by adults when they sat in his chair or left their 

belongings in his desk (Schnorr, 1990). Schnorr‘s (1990) participants were very open 

sharing their thoughts about Peter and they described him as a guest to their classroom 

because he was only with them for short periods of academic time and he was not with 

them for their play time at the end of the day.  
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The students tended to refer to Peter ―as the little guy,‖ copying their teacher when 

she spoke about Peter. That was evidence to Schnorr (1990) that Peter was viewed by the 

students and his teacher as being younger and less capable. The classroom teacher also 

described Peter as being ―a little kid‖ and ―like a three year old‖ (Schnorr, 1990, p. 234) 

when she spoke of him. Peter‘s classmates viewed Peter as an outsider because of the 

limited time he spent in the classroom and because his classroom work did not parallel 

their work. He was not expected to complete the same assignments and did not participate 

with the typical students in group learning (Schnorr, 1990). At the end of her research 

study, Schnorr suggested that future studies should look into not just the amount of time a 

non typical student spends in the classroom, but how much he/she fully participates in that 

classroom.  Schnorr also questioned ―What that shared time means to the other (typical) 

children?‖ (p. 235).  

Schnorr‘s (1990) observations and questions are still significant in education today. 

Her research study expanded her original purpose of finding out what first graders thought 

about their first grade experience. She concluded her research with important questions 

that are still being asked by educators and researchers. One question in particular was 

significant to my own research: ―Are there other primary age students who think about 

school in ways that are similar to the first graders in this study?‖ (Schnorr, 1990, p. 235). 

My research study also asked typical primary age students to reflect on their time in my 

inclusive classroom community.  

Bunch and Valeo (2004) were also interested in the voices of students sharing their 

thoughts about inclusion of non typical students. For their research, Bunch and Valeo 

interviewed typical and non typical students at the elementary level to see if there was a 
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social connection between these two groups of students. Bunch and Valeo prefaced each of 

their interviews with the participants with this statement: ―I‘m interested in people learning 

in school and making friends in school. I‘m very interested in how children with a 

disability get along in school‖ (p. 64). The interview sessions revealed that students were 

more often friends and advocates of their non typical peers if they had more inclusive 

structures in their home life and school life versus the students that did not have inclusion 

at home or school.  

My research study is based, in large part, on the voices of first through fifth 

graders. My research question echoes Schnorr (1990) and Bunch and Valeo‘s (2004) 

questions: what impact did participation in my inclusive primary grade classroom setting 

have on typical students? 

Summary 

The purpose of this study was to determine the impact my inclusive primary 

classroom community has had on my typical students. The research and literature shared 

within this chapter presents the definitions of inclusion and the classroom community, the 

history and laws of inclusion, the research on inclusion and classroom communities,  the 

best practices that help to build an inclusive classroom community, and the research on the 

social outcomes of inclusion within the classroom community.  
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Chapter 3 

Methodology of the Study 

Introduction 

 In chapters one and two, I presented the background of this study, defined the pertinent 

terms, and interpreted the findings of relevant literature related to inclusion. For the 

purpose of this research, my definition of inclusion is a classroom community in which all 

children and adults learn to work together and value each other through the differentiated 

instruction needed for typical and non typical students.   

 In the first section of this chapter, the research design is described and the research 

question is presented. The next section describes the population, the setting, the procedure 

for interviews, surveys, personal journal entries, colleague and parent stories. The third 

section consists of the types of data analysis. 

Exploratory Research Question 

The questions that led me to this research are based upon my typical learners and 

the ―everydayness‖ in my primary grade inclusive classroom. Everydayness is a 

philosophical term that describes how one understands his/her self and the world. Stanage 

(1978) offered the following description of everydayness: ―the more routine and standard 

actions-- especially those called habits--in which we engage each day‖ (p. 87).  

The typical and non typical students in my primary grade classroom experience 

inclusion every day. Inclusion in my classroom means that specialists join us for extra 

support for individual students, small group, or whole group lessons. Inclusion also means 

that children may leave the room for short periods of time to meet with specialists: speech 

and language; learning disability; and therapies or reading tutors for extra support. 
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However, the whole class is together for the essential parts of the day, the whole group 

meetings and lessons. As we build our classroom community, inclusion becomes part of 

our everydayness habits.  

 I have observed the social and academic growth of all my students as they learn to 

respect and to accept differences within our classroom. But I want to know what effect my 

inclusive primary classroom community has had on my typical students. Therefore, the 

research question that guided this study was: what impact does participation in an 

inclusive primary grade classroom community have on typical students?  

Research Methodology 

Qualitative Research 

  ―In a sense, methodology is as much about the way we live our lives as it is about the 

way in which we choose to conduct a particular piece of research‖ (Clough & Nutbrown , 

2002, p. 68). Qualitative researchers study the action and behaviors of their participants. As an 

inclusive primary classroom teacher, I spend my day observing and studying my students‘ 

actions and behaviors to guide my instruction, therefore I chose to do a qualitative research 

design. Qualitative researchers attempt to make sense of and interpret phenomenon in 

terms of the meanings people bring to them (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). In qualitative 

research, the conceptual framework arises from the data rather than from preconceived 

hypotheses (Creswell, 2007). By using qualitative methods, I connected the collected data 

to the everydayness of my inclusive classroom.  

 Rubin and Rubin (1995) stated that ―qualitative research is not looking for principles 

that are true all the time and in all conditions… [qualitative research is] the goal of 

understanding of specific circumstances, how and why things actually happen in a 
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complex world‖ (p. 38).  Inclusion is not a prescribed program; it can look different in 

every classroom and in every school. This study was investigating inclusion in my primary 

classroom setting. Qualitative research ―builds complex, holistic pictures, analyzes words, 

reports detailed views of informants, and conducts the study in a natural setting‖ 

(Creswell, 1998, p. 15).  The qualitative methods of interviews, surveys, journal entries 

and colleague and parent stories helped me study the variations of complex human 

behavior within the context of my inclusive classroom.   

Phenomenological Methods 

 This qualitative study utilized phenomenological research methods. Phenomenological 

approaches draw on a German philosophy, which is to seek to understand the life world or 

human experience as it is lived (Laverty, 2003).  Phenomenology is a school of thought 

that highlights a focus on people's personal experiences and interpretations of the world 

(Creswell, 2007). Many times, a phenomenological researcher has personal interests or 

reasons for wanting to explore the lived experience (Moustakas, 1994). Through my eyes 

as an inclusive primary classroom teacher, I believe that inclusion is a positive experience 

for typical students. As a researcher, I wanted to look at inclusion through the eyes of my 

typical students.  

 The only way a researcher can understand what others experience is to get close to the 

phenomenon (Patton, 1992). My goal in conducting this study was to understand how the 

phenomenon, my inclusive classroom, appeared to my typical students. In 

phenomenological methods, the way to accomplish this is to go to the source. The sources 

in my study were the typical students who were in my inclusive classroom from 2005-

2011.    
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  ―Researchers in the phenomenological mode attempt to understand the meaning of 

events and interactions to ordinary people in particular situations‖ (Bogdan & Biklen, 

2003, p. 23).  According to Van Manen (1990), phenomenology ―differs from almost 

every other science in that it attempts to gain insightful descriptions of the way we 

experience the world pre-reflectively, without taxonomizing, classifying, or abstracting it‖ 

(p. 9). My goal was to find out what my typical students think about inclusion and the 

classroom community and to discover if the inclusive classroom community had an impact 

upon their lives. I wanted to determine not only if the views of my students supported my 

beliefs, but also if those beliefs were supported by the stories that colleagues and parents 

had shared with me. 

 Van Manen (1990) has this approach to phenomenological research: 

From a phenomenological point of view, we are less interested in the 

factual status of particular instances: whether something happened, how 

often it tends to happen, or how the occurrence of an experience is related 

to the prevalence of other conditions and events. For example, 

phenomenology does not ask, "How do these children learn this particular 

material?" but it asks, "What is the nature or essence of the experience of 

learning (so that I can now better understand what this learning experience 

is like for these children)? (p.10)  

Phenomenologist study people‘s experiences as they are lived every day, viewing these 

experiences through the interviews and/or observations and then arriving at a description 

of the essence of these experiences, not explanations or analyses (Moustakas, 1994).  My 

research study used the data collection methods of interviews and surveys to allow my 
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participants to share their thoughts and memories of being in my inclusive primary 

classroom. My personal journal filled with my entries and the stories I had collected from 

colleagues and parents were also used as a resource because a phenomenologist can 

employ a variety of data sources including their own personal experience (Van Manen, 

1990). The data collected allowed me to synthesize the essence of an inclusive classroom 

and its impact on typical students. 

 Hermeneutic Phenomenology 

 The approach to phenomenology that best fit this research study was hermeneutic 

phenomenology (Van Manen, 1990).  Hermeneutic phenomenology represents 

philosophical assumptions about experience and ways to organize and analyze 

phenomenological data. Hermeneutics requires reflective interpretation of a text or 

collected textual data to achieve a meaningful understanding (Moustakas, 1994). In 

realizing that there is no one right way to move toward research (Davidson & Tolich, 

2003), I have the opportunity to make my own way  by drawing on the hermeneutic 

approach and adapting the methods to fit my study.  

 Van Manen (1990) defines hermeneutic phenomenology as ―the human science that 

studies persons…. that encourages a certain attentive awareness to the details and 

seemingly trivial dimensions of our everyday educational lives‖ (p. 6, p. 8).  Hermeneutic 

phenomenology is the process of interpreting and describing the human experience 

through spoken word and text to understand the central nature of that experience (Crotty, 

1998).  By collecting data through interviews, surveys, journal entries, and colleague and 

parent stories, I was able to interpret and describe my participants‘ experiences in my 

classroom. The main objective of hermeneutics is human understanding: understanding 
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what people say and do, and why they do it (Van Manen, 1990). My research required the 

participation of past and former typical students to understand what they had to say about 

being in an inclusive classroom. 

 ―The hermeneutic circle refers to the dialectic between the understanding of the text as 

a whole and the interpretation of its parts in which descriptions are guided by anticipated 

explanations‖ (Gadamer, 1976, p. 117).  In simpler terms, the hermeneutic circle refers to 

the situation in which a phenomenon is encountered: it can only be understood with 

reference to other data or information pertaining to that phenomenon. In turn, the 

understanding of that pertinent data is further modified by our understanding of the first 

phenomenon.   

 The circle of understanding that focused my thoughts is illustrated in Figure 1. My 

research began with my phenomenon, my personal and experiential understanding of the 

impact of inclusion. The next step involved the literature review which helped to guide and 

further inform my understanding. Then all of the data (interviews, surveys, personal 

journal entries, and colleague and parent stories) was collected, analyzed and became 

connected to my personal understanding of inclusion.  

Figure 1- My Hermeneutic Circle 

 

  

 

 

 

_______________________________________________________________________ 
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Using the image of a circle to illustrate the steps in my study allowed me to understand my 

role as the classroom teacher and researcher in this study. As the teacher of my participants 

I knew that my personal bias and my influence as their teacher would not only be evident 

within this study, but that it would be intrinsic. I have taught a primary multiage for fifteen 

years and often have the same students for three years. Fourteen of my participants had 

been in my classroom for three years, four students for two years, and two students for just 

one year.  During this process, I knew that I would have to remember the reduction--my 

preconceived understanding about inclusion and its influence on my students.  

  Hermeneutics is the ―art and science of interpretation‖ (Ezzy, 2002, p. 24), and the 

practical implications of this study are twofold. The first implication is the hope that the 

readers who read this study are able to look at inclusion through the eyes of the typical 

learner and see inclusion in a new way. The second implication is that I as the researcher 

will be left with the potential to reflect on inclusion and its impact on typical learners in a 

more thoughtful way (Ricoeur, 1974). There is still much to learn about teaching an 

inclusive classroom and building an inclusive community. I intend to continue learning 

and teaching other educators about the power of inclusion. 

 The hermeneutic approach allowed me to design the process for acquiring and 

collecting data and then to interpret and reflect on the phenomenon of inclusion. My 

phenomenological study was hermeneutic because the interpretation of the phenomenon 

centered on the data collected from the typical students who had participated in my 

inclusive classroom. 
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Setting and Participants 

 My classroom is in one of six elementary schools in a small city in New England. My 

elementary school is one of the largest schools in the community with 455 students 

ranging from kindergarten to fifth grade. My classroom is populated by 22 

kindergarteners, first and second graders. Their ages range from five to eight. As a multi 

age primary teacher, I have had the advantage of teaching my students for at least two 

consecutive years. Similar to Gallas (1998) ―I see and hear things that are not available to 

researchers who collect data in other people‘s classrooms…the children and I are together 

for 180 days a year, seven hours a day‖ (p. 13). The goal of my study was to hear and 

understand what my typical students had to say about being in an inclusive primary grade 

classroom and if it had an impact on them. I also wanted to determine not only if the views 

of my students supported my beliefs, but the stories that colleagues and parents had shared 

with me.  

 The participants in my study were my present and former students ranging in age from 

six to eleven year olds. The following criterion was used to determine the participants for 

the study: 1) the student spent at least one year in my primary multi age classroom, 2) the 

student was in first through fifth grade in the school in which this study was conducted, 

and 3) the student was a typical learner who does not have any special needs or a 

diagnosed disability that requires modifications to meet the standards required at their 

grade level. Thirty four students met this criterion. Following Creswell‘s (1998) 

suggestion that the number of participants in a phenomenological study should range from 

five to 25, the number of participants was randomly reduced to 24 by choosing the 

students‘ names from a hat to reduce the possibility of bias.  
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  The parents and/or guardians of the 24 students received a letter of explanation and 

a consent form (Appendix C) to gain permission for the students‘ participation. The letter 

explained the dissertation topic and the reasons that I was interested in interviewing their 

child. A parent or guardian and the student participant were asked to read and sign the 

consent form and return it to me at school. Twenty students, eleven boys and nine girls, 

returned their consent letters and became participants in my research study. The twenty 

participants consisted of three first graders, five second graders, four third graders, four 

fourth graders, and four fifth graders.  

  Alderson (2000) noted when researchers are studying areas that have a direct 

impact on children, ignoring the children‘s views could be considered unethical. She stated 

that ―when they ignore children‘s views, by default researchers reinforce common 

prejudices that children do not have views worth hearing‖ (p. 40).  In this study, I 

investigated my typical student‘s views of an inclusive primary grade classroom.  The 

study was conducted in the spring of 2011. All participants were interviewed within my 

classroom before, during or immediately after school. Another data collection method, the 

survey, was conducted in the school‘s library media center. 

 As a classroom teacher, I know that academics are important but ―the real work of the 

classroom is social and sub textual. Learning is important to them…but gaining the 

attention and respect of their friends is much more important‖ (Gallas, 1998, p. 13). My 

research study was not focused on the academics or the social structures of the students in 

my classroom. Instead the study was focused on the impact of inclusion.  
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Data Collection 

 Data collection is ―exploring the ordinary, the routine, the shared history, the taken-for 

granted norms and values, the rituals, and the expected behavior of a given group of 

people‖ (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p.9). Students within my classroom learn routines and help 

develop the rituals and expectations that build our classroom community. As a 

phenomenological researcher, I collected data from the students who had experienced the 

event and then endeavored to develop a merged description of the event from all the 

participants (Moustakas, 1994). Phenomenological data collection often consists of 

detailed interviews with those who have experienced the phenomenon, self-reflections of 

the researcher, and gathering information from outside sources about the history leading to 

the phenomenon (Creswell, 2007).  

 In this study, data was collected through the use of interviews and surveys from the 

twenty participants who had experienced inclusion within my primary classroom. My goal 

was to gain insight from students‘ experiences and to discover the impact of inclusion 

through their eyes. Data was also collected from my journal entries and colleague and 

parent stories about my inclusive classroom and my students. The triangulation method 

was the use of ―multiple and different sources of information to form themes or categories 

in a study‖ (Creswell & Miller, 2000, p. 126). Triangulation of data is considered a 

valuable research strategy because each data collection method has various strengths and 

weaknesses (Babbie, 1990). Triangulation within this study was accomplished by these 

three data collection instruments:  1) interviews (Appendix D), 2) surveys (Appendix E), 

and 3) my journal entries and colleague and parent stories (Appendices F and G). 
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 The phenomenon of a primary inclusive classroom was studied and reflected on to 

find the hidden meaning (Moustakas, 1994). Moustakas (1994) reminds the researcher to 

―listen‖ to the data - as much as to read it. Over and over again the researcher studies and 

reflects; then studies and reflects again to gather an honest and comprehensive 

description of the lived experience. Instead of putting numbers to words, the researcher 

provides rich textural descriptions of findings (Moustakas, 1994). Descriptions of the 

experience ―illuminate‖ (Moustakas, 1994, p. 98) the underlying meanings of the 

phenomenon. Within this study, the phenomenon of an inclusive classroom was 

illuminated from many different perspectives through the data collection methods of 

interviews, surveys, personal journals and colleague and parent stories.  

Interviews 

 Interviews are particularly useful for getting the story behind a participant‘s 

experiences (McNamara, 1999). Through interviews, phenomenological researchers search 

for the essence of the experience based on the participants‘ memory, image and meaning 

(Creswell, 2007). The basic philosophical assumption underlying this inquiry has most 

often been illustrated by Husserl (1931) --we can only know what we experience. The 

object of phenomenological research is to borrow other people‘s experiences and their 

reflections on these experiences in order to conceptualize the deeper meaning or 

significance within the framework of the group experience (Van Manen, 2003). The goal 

of the interview process was to be able to listen to my students as they shared their 

individual experiences of being in my inclusive primary classroom and then be able to 

connect all these memories into one large context in order to not only see the impact of 
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their experience, but to be able to see the essence of their lived experience (Van Manen, 

1990). 

 The interviews conducted for my study were a combination of structured and 

unstructured, depending on the need of the student. I conducted all the interviews 

individually in my classroom. In phenomenological interviewing, according to Kvale 

(1983), the researcher asks short, descriptive questions that hopefully lead to long, detailed 

descriptions of the experience being studied. The interview questions (Table 2) used in my 

study were guiding and open-ended to encourage the students‘ memories of their time in 

my inclusive classroom. I audio recorded each interview in order to have the freedom to 

observe each participant. Each interview was later transcribed. The interviews lasted 

between seven minutes and twenty five minutes. 

Table 2- Guiding Question for Interviews 

1) What does inclusion mean? 

2) What does classroom community mean? 

3) What does inclusion look and sound like? 

4) What does a classroom community look and sound like? 

5) What does the teacher do to build a community? 

6) What do the children do to build a community? 

7) Is there a community in your classroom this year? 

8) What parts of inclusion do (or did) you like? 

9) What parts of inclusion do (or did) you not like? 

10) Did being in an inclusive classroom have an impact on you? Please explain. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 
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 Moustakas (1990) recommends the phenomenologist ask participants about the essence 

of their experience. Rubin and Rubin (2005) describe qualitative interviews by comparing 

the interview process to wearing ―night-vision goggles permitting us to see that which is 

not ordinarily on view and examine that which is often looked at but seldom seen‖ (p. vii). 

My guiding interview questions were created to elicit students‘ definitions of inclusion and 

descriptions of what inclusion looks and sounds like, thereby getting to the essence of their 

experience in an inclusive classroom. 

 In qualitative interviewing, the researcher ―listen(s) so as to hear the meaning of what 

is being said‖ (Rubin &Rubin, 2005, p. 7). The guiding questions were scripted for my 

interviews to allow dialogue to take place with each participant. The open ended questions 

(Table 3) gently guided the interviewer in the conversations of qualitative interviewing and 

fit the questions to each individual interviewee (Kvale, 1996). My intent was to have the 

interview become less of a question and answer and more of a dialogue between 

conversational partners (Rubin and Rubin, 2005).  

Surveys 

    Surveys can provide answers to questions like what, where, when, and how (Bell, 

1993). I chose to use a survey as my second form of data collection (Appendix D). This 

decision was made with the knowledge ―that in choosing to use a questionnaire (survey) is 

the precise understanding of what it can and cannot reveal in terms of the central research 

question‖ (Clough & Nutbrown, 2002, p.119). I expected the interview process would 

allow me the opportunity to have a dialogue with students, and I knew that the survey 

would provide me with more restrictive data. My survey‘s multiple choice questions echo 

the interview questions (Table 3), and the students took the survey within a day after the 
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interview. The multiple choice format reduced the participants‘ responses to the selection 

provided, but it allowed me to compare the answers within the interviews to the answers 

on the survey. Table 3 provides an example of one of the multiple choice questions from 

the survey.     

  Table 3- Sample Survey Question 

In school, inclusion means... 

 All students learn the same thing. 

All students learn in the same room. 

All students learn to accept each other. 

Adapted from SurveyMonkey.com    
_______________________________________________________________________________ 

 While constructing the survey, I took into consideration the ages of the participants, 

and then followed Babbie‘s (1990) suggestions in designing the survey questions: 

1. Make items clear. 

2. Make sure the question asks only one thing. 

3. Questions should be relevant.  

4. Short items are best.  

5. Avoid negative items.  

6. Avoid biased items and terms.  

 Students completed the survey independently on a school computer in the media center 

immediately after their interview with me or by the end of the next school day. The media 

specialist, who had signed a letter of release for confidentiality (Appendix H), was 
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available to read the questions and choices to them if needed. The survey also gave the 

students an opportunity to answer anonymously as no names were attached.  

 Using a survey allowed me to establish a broad illustration of my students‘ experience 

in my inclusive classroom (Clough & Nutbrown, 2002). ―The important term here is 

broad, for it is unlikely that a questionnaire will reveal the depth of these views and 

experiences in any of their rich detail‖ (Clough & Nutbrown, 2002, p. 118). The surveys 

were the second data collection tool to use as a comparison with the interviews. The 

interviews were the anticipated place to find in-depth rich detail. I used the surveys as 

follow up connections to the interview questions.  

Journals Entries, Colleague and Parent Stories 

―We do not ‗store‘ experience as data, like a computer: we ‗story‘ it‖ (Winter, 

1988, p.235).  My third type of data collection included entries from my journal which 

included personal observations and notes related to my classroom community and 

inclusion (Appendix F), and the stories within my journals that I have collected from 

colleagues and parents about my students (Appendix G). Interest in the use of journals in a 

research framework, personal or participant, has progressively grown throughout the 

twentieth century (Johnson & Bytheway, 2001). Alaszewski (2006) noted that the use of 

diaries or journals as data collection for social research is growing, but it is not one of the 

commonly used methods.  

As a reflective teacher and doctoral student, I have kept a personal journal for the 

last 20 years to not only store memories, photographs, and stories of my classroom and 

students, but to use as a reflection tool for my teaching practices.  Ranier (2004) has an apt 

description of people like me who journal. We are people who ―write, sketch, doodle and 
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play with their imaginations… record immediate feelings, thoughts, interests, and 

intuitions‖ (p. 2). Alaszewski (2006) identifies three characteristic features of personal 

journals: 1) regular dated entries; 2) created by an individual person; and 3) close 

proximity between experience and entries. I write in my personal journal throughout the 

school day to keep a memory of occurrences, behaviors, and notable quotations from my 

students.  

―Personal documents are for the most part introspective protocols, adapted 

especially to the complexities of the phenomenal consciousness‖ (Allport, 1942, p. 37).  

As a teacher, I use my journal entries to record the growth of my students and to remember 

and celebrate ordinary and extraordinary moments. As a researcher, my journals 

inadvertently have become a protocol for data collection. Boud, Keogh, and Walker (1985) 

have described reflection as ―those intellectual and affective activities in which individuals 

engage to explore their experiences in order to lead to new understandings and 

appreciations‖ (p. 19).   

For this research study, journal entries from the last six years were used for data. 

These entries were taken from four different journals. The time frame of these journals 

paralleled with the fifth grade students in this study who were kindergartners in my multi 

age classroom six years ago. ―Researchers have found that keeping a journal, diary, or log 

can be very helpful for keeping a record of insights…for reflecting on previous 

reflections‖ (Van Manen, 1990, p. 73). Van Manen (1990) believes that is likely that this 

type of journal has phenomenological value because they may ―contain reflective accounts 

of human experience‖ (p.73). I used entries from my journals throughout my research 
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study because these were concrete examples of insights which helped me to capture 

students‘ experiences (Van Manen, 1990). 

 ―Stories became a way…of capturing the complexity, specificity, and 

interconnectedness of the phenomenon‖ (Carter, 1993, p. 3).  After reviewing my journals, 

in the interest of being as accurate as possible, I sent out a request to four teachers and 

three parents who had shared some significant original stories with me. Rather than asking 

them to recall the particular event I had recorded in my journal, I asked them to send me a 

brief story of a time when they had seen the impact of inclusion on a typical student.   I 

received in depth responses from all seven individuals and could now complete the 

memory of the stories. 

―Story has become more than simply a rhetorical device for expressing sentiments 

about teachers…. It is now, rather, a central focus for conducting research in the field‖ 

(Carter, 1993, p.2). The stories from my colleagues and parents of my students unite with 

the stories in my journal to bring focus to my research. 

Analysis of Data 

 ―Analyzing and interpreting qualitative data is the process of systematically organizing 

the collected data and then bringing meaning to them so they tell a coherent story‖ 

(Rossman & Rallis, 2003, p. 171). A phenomenologist communicates findings through 

detailed narratives exploring themes and patterns which emerged from data analysis and 

reduction (Van Manen, 1990). These themes and patterns are then placed within the 

context of nearly all instances of the phenomenon under study. ―Analysis is necessarily 

messy, as data doesn‘t tend to fall into neat categories and there can be many ways of 

linking between different parts of discussions or observations‖ (Lester, 1999, p. 2). 
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 My data analysis included the transcribed interviews, survey results, journals, and 

colleague and parent stories. I also listened and re-listened to the audio tapes of the 

interviews to hear the students‘ voices: the inflection and intonations.   

 Analyzing phenomenological data follows a systematic procedure that is rigorous yet 

accessible to qualitative researchers (Moustakas, 1994). Through a synthesis of the 

phenomenological analysis process of Moustakas (1994), Creswell (1998), and Van 

Manen (1990), I have broken down the data analysis into 5 steps: 1) epoche/reduction 2) 

significant statements, 3) themes, 4) textural and structural descriptions, 5) the essence of 

the experience.  

 The first step, epoche/reduction, took place before the data collection. Steps two and 

three were used to analyze the data collected. Step four and five were used to interpret the 

data and describe the essence of the experience through the students‘ eyes. Steps four and 

five will be fully explained in chapter five.  

Step 1 Epoche and Reduction 

  Step one began before I started data collection.  In step one; the researcher 

describes her own experiences with the phenomenon through reduction (Van Manen, 

1990) or the epoche (Moustakis, 1994). The reduction means to lead back by taking the 

time to reflect on the phenomena being studied (Van Manen, 1990). Epoche is a Greek 

work meaning to refrain from judgment.  Epoche is the process allowing the researcher to 

see the phenomenon ―freshly, as for the first time‖ (Moustakis, 1994, p. 34) and is open to 

its entirety. To help reduce my personal bias and refrain from judgment, I followed Van 

Manen‘s (1990) suggestion to reflect back on the phenomenon. Writing about the 

phenomenological phenomenon can be part of the reduction process (Van Manen, 1990); 
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therefore I used reflective writing to describe inclusion and my classroom community and 

illustrated these with a story about the impact of inclusion on a typical child. Once initially 

completed, the reduction process was used throughout the steps of the research to help 

keep me critically aware of my ―own subjectivity, vested interests, predilections and 

assumptions and to be conscious of how these might impact on the research process and 

findings‖ (Finlay, 2008, p. 17). In phenomenological studies the researcher has become 

more visible within the research process and the writing which allows the reader to be 

aware of the researcher‘s preconceived understandings and beliefs (Lester, 2006).  

 The writing of Step 1 was completed before I met with any of my participants to begin 

the interviews. This step, the reduction, is shared in chapter 4.  

Step 2 Significant Statements 

 Significant statements are sentences or phrases that are independently able to 

communicate the meaning of the phenomenon (Van Manen, 1990).  The significant 

statements can be isolated by three approaches: 1) looking at each sentence to reveal 

meaning,  2) listen to or read each text several times and then highlighting the text that 

bests shares the meaning phenomenon,  or 3) looking at the text as a whole and then 

capturing the meaning by formulating a phrase or sentence (Van Manen, 1990). 

Analysis of Interviews 

 The first step in the interview analysis was horizonalization, the procedure in which 

significant statements were extracted from the interview transcripts because of their 

specific information about the participant‘s experience in an inclusive classroom 

(Creswell, 2007).  As I considered each statement from the interviews, I pondered two 

questions: 1) does this statement support the understanding of the phenomenon, or 2) is 
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this statement significant because of its description of the experience? If the statement fit 

one of these criteria, it was then considered ―a horizon of the experience‖ and became a 

selected significant statement (Moustakas, 1994, p. 121).  

 The selected significant statements were pulled from the transcripts and placed into a 

list so the range of perspectives about the phenomenon could be seen (Moustakas, 1994). 

No attempt was made to group these statements or to order them in any way. Moustakas 

(1994) described the horizontal step as ―the grounding or condition of the phenomenon 

that gives it a distinct character‖ (p. 95).  

 I also used an online program, WordItOut (2011), to make word clouds of the 

transcribed interviews. Word clouds are a type of visualization that summarizes the 

contents of a document by depicting the words that appear most often in larger, darker type 

within the cloud (Appendix G). Word Clouds are a quick way to picture and summarize 

written data and give a visualization of the most frequent and possibly most important 

words (Steinbock, 2006). In research ―word clouds can be a useful tool for preliminary 

analysis and for validation of previous findings‖ (McNaught & Lam, 2010).  Word clouds 

―can allow researchers to quickly visualize some general patterns in text. The visualization 

allows researchers to grasp the common themes in the text‖ (McNaught & Lam, 2010). 

Cidell (2010) and McNaught and  Lam (2010) caution the use of word clouds as a primary 

source of data analysis as the repetition of single words may not be as important as looking 

for whole statements or similar statements with text. I used the word clouds as one more 

way to look for significant words within the transcribed interviews. 
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Analysis of Surveys 

 "The survey is a systematic method for gathering information (Groves et al. 2004, p.4). 

Fink (2003) recommends qualitative survey analysis for the exploration of meanings and 

experiences. The student responses‘ to the survey were automatically analyzed by the use 

of Survey Monkey (2010) software. This software provided individual results and graphs 

of the whole group responses. The survey data was used as a comparison with the selected 

significant statements from the interviews. 

Analysis of Journal and Colleague and Parent Stories 

 Loreman et al. (2005) provide a rationale and a template for the use of teacher journals. 

The act of writing, they argue, provides teachers with an opportunity for deeper reflection 

which is not necessarily afforded to those who do not write their experiences and thoughts 

down. For the purpose of reflection about my classroom and students, I have kept personal 

journals for the last 20 years. 

Teachers‘ reflective journals are being used as a data collection method in research 

studies in order to investigate the essential components of effective teaching practice or 

pedagogy (Mizukami, Reali, Reysa, de Lima, & Tancredi, 2003). ―How researchers 

approach the task of analysis depends on the purpose of their research and their perception 

of the nature of the entries in the diaries‖ (Alaszewski, 2006), p. 84). For the purpose of 

my research, I looked for significant statements about the phenomenon of inclusion in my 

journals, and the journal entries were used to further describe inclusion and the classroom 

community.  ―Diaries [journals] are very flexible ways of accessing information about 

activities and thoughts and feelings‖ (Alaszewski, 2006, p. 112). My journals have always 

helped me to reflect about my classroom and my students. 
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  A reflective journal, or diary, ―suggests questions, identifies new areas to explore, 

reveals meaningful absences, and uncovers recurring patterns‖ (Hobson, 1996, p. 1). The 

value of reflection is increased when it is based on data collected through systematic 

observations. (Parsons & Brown, 2002).Within my journals, the students‘ quotations were 

all written down at the time of the spoken word so I could catch exactly what the student 

was saying. Each story from my journal was written down within a day so that I could 

capture the experience.  

I have collected and written down stories in my journals that colleagues and 

parents of students have shared with me about my inclusive classroom. I also reviewed 

these entries to look for significant statements. The criteria used for finding significant 

statements in the interviews were also used with my journal entries and colleague and 

parent stories. I looked for statements that supported the understanding of the phenomenon 

or were significant because of its description of the experience.  

Step 3 Themes 

In Step 2, every selected significant statement was treated as possessing equal 

value, but the next step removed those statements were repetitive or were not pertinent to 

my topic. I carefully examined the selected significant statements, and clustered these 

statements into groups that were similar in focus. As the selected significant statements 

were grouped, themes emerged (Moustakas, 1994). A theme is ―a process of insightful 

invention, discovery, (and) disclosure‖ (Van Manen, 1990, p. 88). In phenomenology, a 

theme ―may be understood as the structures of the experience‖ (Van Manen, 1990, p. 79).  

In addition to the significant statements, the large and darker words shown in the 

WordItOut (2011) word clouds of the interviews and the graphs from the surveys were 
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used to spotlight the essential wording of the themes. Passages from the literature review, 

journal pieces, and stories were used to clarify the themes taken from the words of the 

participants. ―Themes have phenomenological power when they allow us to proceed with 

phenomenological descriptions‖ (Van Manen, 1990, p. 90). The themes from my data 

collecting were used to develop the descriptions of what the participants experienced 

(Moustakas, 1994). 

Step 4 Textual and Structural Descriptions 

The three themes were the outline to guide my writing of the descriptions of ‗what‘ 

my participants experienced in my inclusive classroom, ―the textural description‖ 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 159). The selected significant statements from the interviews, journal 

entries, and colleague and parent stories helped to supplement the themes in order to write 

the textural description. 

The ―structural description‖ (Creswell, 2007, p. 159) portrays ―how‖ the 

participants‘ experienced inclusion. The wording of the themes helped guide the 

descriptions of the circumstances and background of the phenomenon that the participants 

experienced. The structural description is the patterns that are expanded through the setting 

and the context of the phenomenon. The selected significant statements from the 

interviews, journal entries, and colleague and parent stories were utilized to support the 

themes in order to write the structural description. 

Step 5 The Essence of the Experience 

 Step five was the essence or the ―composite description ―(Creswell, 2007, p. 159) 

which combined steps three and step four to embody the culmination of this study 

(Creswell, 2007). The composite was made up of the themes and the textural and structural 
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descriptions. The aspects of the phenomenon of inclusion which were universal to all the 

participants were illuminated through the themes and then the established structures. These 

textural and structural descriptions revealed the essence of the phenomenon of inclusion 

not only through my eyes as a teacher and researcher, but through the eyes of my typical 

students.  

Summary 

The purpose of this study was to find out what effect my inclusive primary 

classroom community has had on my typical students. In this chapter, the methodology of 

the qualitative phenomenological study was described in detail and the data collection 

methods were illustrated.  
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Chapter 4 

Findings and Data Analysis 

Purpose of the Study  

The research question that guided this phenomenological qualitative study was: 

what impact does participation in an inclusive primary grade classroom community have 

on my typical students?  For the purpose of my research, the term ―typical student‖ 

depicted those students who do not have special needs or a diagnosed disability that 

requires modifications to meet the grade level standards required at their grade level. The 

term ―non typical student‖ defined students who have special needs or a diagnosed 

disability that requires modifications to assist them in participating in the classroom and to 

help them meet grade level standards. 

Research Methodology  

 This research was a qualitative phenomenological study that drew on the data analysis 

methods of Moustakas (1994), Creswell (1998), and Van Manen (1994). 

Setting and Participants 

This research study was conducted in an elementary school in a small city in New 

England. Participants included twenty typical students in first through fifth grade.  

Data Collection 

Triangulation within this study was accomplished through the use of three data 

collection instruments: 1) interviews (Appendix D); 2) surveys (Appendix E); and 3) 

journals, colleague and parent stories (Appendices F and G).  
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Data Analysis  

 Through a synthesis of the phenomenological analysis methods of Moustakas (1994), 

Creswell (1998), and Van Manen (1990), I broke down the data analysis into five steps: 1) 

epoche/reduction; 2) significant statements; 3) themes; 4) textural and structural 

descriptions; and 5) the essence of the experience.  

  The first step in my phenomenological study, the epoche/reduction, took place 

before the data collection. Steps two and three were used to analyze the data collected 

from interviews, surveys, journal and parent and colleague stories.  Steps four and five 

were used to interpret the data collected and describe the essence of the experience through 

our eyes: both my eyes and the students‘ eyes. Steps one, two, and three are described and 

explained in this chapter. Steps four and five are fully explained in chapter five. 

Step 1 Epoche or Reduction  

The first step in phenomenological research studies is often the epoche (Moustakas, 

1994) or the reduction (Van Manen, 1990). In the epoche, the researcher attempts to set 

aside all preconceived notions about the phenomenon (inclusion) to the greatest extent 

possible. This allows the researcher to more fully understand the experience from the 

participant's own point of view (Moustakas, 1994).  In the reduction, the researcher takes 

time to reflect back on the phenomena being studied. This reduction can be a written 

depiction of the phenomenological experience. I wrote about the phenomenon of inclusion 

in my classroom to help reduce my personal bias and refrain from judgment. 

 Knowing that it was impossible to completely set aside my beliefs about the impact of 

inclusion in the classroom community as recommended by Moustakas (1994), I followed 

Van Manen‘s (1990) guidance for reduction.  Reduction ―involves the awakening of a 
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profound sense of wonder and amazement at the mysteriousness of the belief‖ (Van 

Manen, 1990, p. 185). I began this process by stepping back from the research, and the 

proposed research method, and began thinking and then writing about inclusion in my 

classroom. I value and celebrate the differences of my students, so I wrote about my 

beliefs and described what inclusion looks like in my classroom community and its impact 

on my typical students. Part of my reflection centered on the impact of inclusion on one 

typical student. While writing about the story that involved this student, I followed Van 

Manen‘s (1990) guidelines: 

1) Describe the experience as you live through it, avoiding causal explanations, 

generalizations, or abstract interpretations; 

2) Describe the experience from the inside: the feelings, mood, and emotions; 

3) Focus on a particular example or incident: describe specific events, an adventure, a 

happening, a particular experience; 

4) Try to focus on an example of the experience which stands out for its vividness; 

5)  Attend to the senses if applicable; 

6)  Avoid fancy phrases or flowery terminology (pp.64-65). 

When I reread my writing, I was able to reflect and be amazed at the power of an 

inclusive classroom community on my typical and non typical students. The reduction 

became a story that illuminated my personal beliefs and theories about inclusion. 

My Reduction Writing 

The inclusion of non typical learners, students who have an Individual Education 

Plan (IEP) to ensure their academic and social needs are met through modifications within 

classroom, has always been a focal point of the classroom community building activities 
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that I do with my students. My goal is to teach a classroom of learners, not a classroom 

divided into typical learners who participate in all parts of the classroom day and non 

typical learners who only join the general classroom for specials or lunch and recess. Non 

typical learners in many classrooms are often not included for large periods of the day 

because they leave the classroom for direct and specialized instruction and are not with 

their class for meetings and whole class lessons.  

I wonder about the effects of the inclusive classroom community on my typical 

learners. As a teacher of an inclusive primary classroom made up of kindergarteners, first, 

and second graders, I have had the benefit of having most of my students for more than 

one year. My journal entries, my stories, and my interpretations of events are richer 

because, like Gallas (1998), ―I customarily teach children for two continuous years, my 

thinking reflects an extended period of observation and reflection both as a teacher and a 

teacher researcher‖ (p. 12). I begin the school year with many students who have already 

been part of my community and who know the expectations of acceptance and respect. 

Many of my students are non typical learners; ten out of 22 students in 2010-2011 had 

IEPs for their specific educational or behavioral needs. My goal each year is to build a 

community of learners of typical and non typical students who accept, respect, and even 

celebrate their classmates‘ differences.  

 All my students are fully included with modifications made for their needs and 

their abilities. Some of the students participate fully in the classroom activities and 

lessons, some students have the lessons modified by a specialist or myself, and some 

students are participants by completing parallel activities that meet their needs. Students 

do come and go during the day to meet with specialists for speech, physical, or 
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occupational therapies, but my whole classroom academic and meeting times are 

scheduled when all the students are in my room.  

I expect that all my students will respect each other‘s differences. Through the 

best practices of Responsive Classroom (RC) (Charney, 1991) and the gradual release of 

responsibility (GRR) (Gallagher and Pearson, 1983), I model and guide the behaviors that 

I anticipate observing. My students respond well to these expectations with reminders 

and re-teaching, but I wondered if the participation in my inclusive classroom community 

has had an impact on my typical students? 

 As a graduate student, I have based most of my studies around inclusion of non 

typical students: not only the laws of inclusion, but also the realities of the day in and day 

out experiences of the non typical students, the teachers and the schools. Reading about 

the benefits for inclusion for non typical learners has also led me to read about the 

benefits for typical learners. The research and theory that I have found has made blanket 

statements of the personal growth of compassion and understanding of the typical 

learners who have been in classrooms with non typical learners.  

 As a teacher, I have watched the growth and acceptance of typical learners as they 

learn how to respect differences in their classmates within our classroom community. In 

my personal journals, I often reflect on my day with my students whether it was moments 

of frustration or moments of joy.  

Stories are a powerful way to communicate, according to Tom Barone (1992), 

because they provoke emotions and empathy, stimulating the reader to speculate and 

resonate with the characters and their experiences. The following memory written into a 

story structure was from my journal entry four years ago. 

http://reading.ecb.org/bibliography.html#pearson
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 A new second grader, Allan had just joined my multi age classroom. Allan came 

to my classroom with a reputation of bullying and disrespectful behavior. At his first 

morning meeting, his alphabetically assigned seat was next to Robby, a student who had 

multiple differences: use of wheelchair, a special recording and speech device that allowed 

him to share his thoughts, and a full time para-professional to help with modifications, 

speech and mobility. Each student was taking turns in the circle sharing their weekend 

news. Allan shared his news and answered a few questions about moving to his 

grandmother‘s house and then looked at Robby who was sitting alongside his para-

professional on the floor next to him. He turned back and looked at me, and said, ―Why‘s 

he getting a turn, he can‘t walk and I bet he can‘t talk.‖  Before I could respond, the 

student sitting on the other side of Allan, just said, ―Hang on and you will hear what he can 

do.‖ Robby smiled, gave the thumbs up gesture, and grabbed a picture that was on his lap. 

The picture of kittens was passed around the classroom as Robby used his speech device to 

share a prerecorded story about his brand new kittens. His parents had sent in the picture 

and the names of the kittens in his daily home/school journal and his para professional and 

one of his friends had recorded the information before the meeting that morning. Allan 

watched Robby share, call on friends by pointing, and then answer their questions with yes 

and no gestures and facial expressions. As the rest of the class continued to share, I 

watched Allen lean over and whisper to Robby. Robby nodded, and handed him the 

picture of the kittens.  

Later at writing time, I noticed Allan standing the picture of the kittens up against 

his crayon box as he began writing in his writer‘s notebook. At the end of the day, I picked 

up Robby‘s home/ school journal to add a note about Robby‘s day when the kitten picture 
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and a torn piece of paper fell out. On the paper was a drawing of two smiling boys and two 

kittens. Each boy was labeled with a name: Robby and Allan.  

Step 2- Selection of the Significant Statements  

Stories are products of reflection, but we do not usually hold onto them 

long enough to make them objects of reflection in their own right.... when 

we get into the habit of recording our stories, we can look at them again, 

attending to the meanings we have built into them. (Schön, 1988, p. 26) 

My story, the reduction, was written down and recorded as step one of my 

methodology, and it has become a story of reflection and reduction. ―There is a difference 

between a pre-reflective lived understanding [of the phenomenon] and a reflective grasp of 

the phenomenological structure [of the phenomenon]‖ (Van Manen, 1990, p. 77).  As a 

teacher, inclusion was part of my everydayness, just like math, reading, recess, and the 

other anticipated parts of our day.  I expected that every student, typical and non typical, 

would be fully accepted as part of my classroom community. I also believed that a 

classroom community needed to learn how to accept non typical students. I assumed that 

inclusion had a positive impact on all my students, typical and non typical.  As a 

researcher, I needed to reach past my own understanding of the impact of inclusion and the 

classroom community and begin the process of reflection through the qualitative 

phenomenological structure I had chosen.  

 Before I began the data collection, I reread my reduction writing to bring myself back 

to my preconceived notions about inclusion. Throughout the research process, I returned to 

my reduction story to remain aware of my personal biases and assumptions (Finlay, 2008). 
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My reduction writing also allowed my readers insight into my preconceived vision and 

beliefs about inclusion in a primary classroom community (Lester, 1999). 

Interviews 

 After I had set aside the reduction, I began the first step of my data collection with the 

students: the interviews.  The guiding questions (Table 4) I developed for my study were 

structured, but open ended enough so that I could ask follow up questions. I audio 

recorded each interview in order to have the freedom to observe each participant. Each 

interview was later transcribed. The interviews lasted between seven minutes and twenty 

five minutes. 

Table 4- Guiding Questions for Interviews 

1) What does inclusion mean? 

2) What does classroom community mean? 

3) What does inclusion look and sound like? 

4) What does a classroom community look and sound like? 

5) What does the teacher do to build a community? 

6) What do the children do to build a community? 

7) Is there a community in your classroom this year? 

8) What parts of inclusion do (or did) you like? 

9) What parts of inclusion do (or did) you not like? 

10) Did being in an inclusive classroom have an impact on you? Please explain. 

  

 

―Qualitative interviewing is both an art and science. As a science there are general 

rules and normative standards that should be followed, but as with all arts, techniques are 
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modified to reflect the individual style of the artist‖ (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p.15). I 

interviewed students artistically as well as scientifically. I followed the science of 

interviewing by scripting short, descriptive questions that would hopefully evoke longer 

memories (Kvale, 1983).  Following Kvale and Brinkmann‘s (2009) advice, I developed 

short, age appropriate questions. 

In a more artistic approach, I began each interview with a ―social 

conversation…aimed at creating a relaxed and trusting atmosphere‖ (Moustakas, 1994, 

p.114).  Patton (1990) stated the purpose of interviewing is ―to find out what is in and on 

someone else‘s mind, to gather their stories‖ (p. 339). As an interviewer, I wanted to 

elicit stories from my students that characterized their relevant past experience with 

inclusion and within my classroom community (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). To help with this 

process, each interview took place in my classroom where each of my participants had 

been or was a student.   

Before the interviews, I invited the third, fourth and fifth graders who were no 

longer in my primary grade to take a few minutes to walk around the classroom. All of 

these students chatted with me about what they remembered and what was different about 

the classroom. After each student had a moment to look around, I opened the 

conversation with a personal memory of that child being in my classroom. For example, 

one of the fifth grade students always chose to sit in an old rocking chair during 

independent reading, so I reminisced with him about how he would move the chair to 

find the best sunny spot before he could settle down to read. After a few minutes of 

evoking memories, I began the interview with a brief description of the interview process 

and showed how the recorder and microphone worked. I explained that there were ten 
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questions and all the questions were about inclusion and classroom community. I also 

told each student that they could stop at any time or ask me to repeat or reword any 

question. 

I used the same guiding open ended interview questions (Appendix D) to promote 

a conversation with each student about their experiences with inclusion and the classroom 

community. After each interview I listened to the recording and made notes. I coded each 

interview with a number. 

 After all the interviews were completed and transcribed, I looked and listened for 

significant statements: the sentences or phrases that communicated the meaning of the 

phenomenon of inclusion and/or community or gave descriptions of those experiences 

(Van Manen, 1990). I then began the process of selecting the statements that were the 

most significant to the question guiding my research: what impact does participation in 

an inclusive primary grade classroom community have on my typical students? The 

words, inclusion and community, were both asked about in detail within the interview 

questions. I asked each participant to not only define each of these words, but to describe 

what inclusion and community looked and sounded like.  

The significant statements were selected by: 1) looking at each sentence to reveal 

meaning, 2) listening to or reading each text several times and highlighting the text that 

shared and/or described the meaning of the phenomenon, and 3) looking at the text as a 

whole and  capturing the meaning by formulating a phrase or sentence (Van Manen, 

1990). As I considered each statement from the interviews, I contemplated these 

questions:1)  does this statement support the understanding of the phenomenon of 

inclusion and/or community; or 2) does this statement describe the phenomenon of 
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inclusion and/or community?  If the statement answered either of these queries, it was 

then chosen as a selected significant statement (Moustakas, 1994). An example of a 

statement that fit these criteria was: ―Inclusion means when we learn together in our 

classroom.‖ This statement describes and defines inclusion by its setting in a classroom. 

An example of a statement that did not meet the criteria was: ―It means when you are 

talking about something and trying to figure it out.‖  This statement does not refer to 

inclusion or give a description of inclusion. 

One hundred thirty four significant statements were selected from the twenty 

transcripts. These statements were placed into a list (Appendix J), so the range of 

perspectives about the phenomenon could be seen (Moustakas, 1994). No attempt was 

made to group these statements or to order them in any way. Table 5 provides a sample of 

the selected significant statements.  

Table 5- A Sample of the Selected Significant Statements 

 Learning together 

 Sometimes working together, sometimes not working together 

 Inclusion means everyone together 

 Everyone works together 

 Everyone‘s involved  

 Inclusion changed me, like a long time ago I just liked working by myself and 

now I like working  with other people 

 Inclusion means how we work together as a class 
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After I had selected the significant statements, I used an online program, WordItOut 

(2011) to make word clouds of each of the transcribed interviews. See Figure 2 for an 

example of a word cloud made from one student‘s interview. (See Appendix I for 

examples). The strategy of using word clouds as an analysis tool ―works best when the 

full text of each informant‘s speech is preserved‖ (McNaught & Lam, 2010, p.12), 

therefore, I used the full transcribed interviews not just the selected statements. I also 

removed my questions from the transcriptions before making the word cloud, to ensure it 

was only the words of the students being used.  

Word clouds are a type of visualization that summarizes the contents of a document 

by depicting the words that appear most often in larger, darker type within the cloud.  

Word clouds in research can work as ―a tool for preliminary analysis, quickly 

highlighting main differences and possible points of interest, thus providing a direction 

for detailed analyses‖ (McNaught & Lam, 2010, p.2).  

Figure 2 –Participant 18‘s Word Cloud 

________________________________________________________________________ 
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Each word cloud depicted a random scattering of the words from the interviews 

with the words in darker larger print that were communicated most frequently.  Table 6 

displays the results of the words that appeared most often in the word clouds: community; 

together; different; and classroom. As per Table 6, the word inclusion was one of the 

significant (larger and darker) words in eighteen out of twenty (90%) word clouds. Both 

the words community and different were significant words in fifteen out of twenty (75%) 

interviews. Therefore, these three words, inclusion, different, and community became the 

selected significant words from the interviews. 

Table 6 – Significant Words found in Word Clouds 

 

Outliers 

 Phenomenological researchers do not attempt to smooth out inconsistencies or outliers; 

in fact a phenomenologist calls these inconsistencies a reality (Sprenkle & Moon, 1996). 

Interview inclusion community together different everyone/ 

body 

classroom 

1 *   * * * 

2 *  * * * * 

3 *     * 

4 * *    * 

5  * *   * 

6 * *  * * * 

7 * *  *   

8 * *    * 

9 * *  *   

10 * * *    

11 * * * *   

12  * * *   

13 * *  *   

14 * * * *   

15 * *  *   

16 * *  * *  

17 * * * * *  

18 * *  * *  

19 *  * *   

20 *  * *   



75 

 

 

The reality of collecting data through an interview is, ―participants may respond 

differently depending on a mood, current issues, or misunderstanding. Outliers do not 

affect the results‖ (Sprenkle & Moon, 1996, p. 230), because these statements were not 

considered to be significant.  

  Two of the participants‘ responses would be considered to be outliers as the responses 

had little to do with the questions or the subject matter of inclusion or community. An 

example of this is when a typical student told me that ―inclusion made him smarter‖ 

(Student # 11). I continued the conversation asking how it made him smarter and his reply 

was:  

When we did the eggstronaut thing, (in third grade) we made our very own 

spaceships and we put an eggstronaut guy in it which was just an egg 

astronaut and then we would throw them out the window and we could see 

which one landed and all of ours (eggs)worked. (Student # 11) 

I followed up with a question about this experiment and inclusion, and he continued to 

tell me about how he made his structure to hold the egg.  

 The other example is the student who compared a community to an experiment with 

wine glasses and how they make different sounds when you add a different amount of 

water to each one (Student # 14). This student also responded to follow up questions 

about a community with a longer explanation of how the sound is made when you rub 

your finger around the rim of the glass. 

 Surveys 

 The second method of data collection was the survey I had developed to align with the 

interview questions (Appendix E). The students completed the survey independently on a 



76 

 

 

school computer in the media center within a day after interviewing with me. Table 7 

provides an example of the multiple choice format of the survey. 

Table- 7 Sample Survey Question 

In school, inclusion means... 

 All students learn the same thing.  

All students learn in the same room. 

All students learn to accept each other. 

Adapted from SurveyMonkey.com    

_________________________________________________________________________ 

 After I had selected the significant statements from the interviews, I utilized Survey 

Monkey (2010) software to analyze the students‘ responses to the survey. This software 

provided individual results and graphs of the whole group responses.  

 For example, the second question on the survey asked the students to choose an answer 

to complete the phrase: In school, inclusion means. Table 8 displays the results of 19 

responses. One student did not answer the question.  

 The responses were six children chose the answer: All students learn the same thing. 

One student chose: All students learn in the same room. Twelve students chose: All 

students learn to accept each other.  

 On the third question of the survey, students selected a response to fill in the statement: 

In school, a community means. Table 9 displays that 16 students answered community 

means learning together, three students answered community means being in the same 

classroom, and one student did not answer the question.  
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Table 8-Survey Graph 1 

 

 

________________________________________________________________ 

Table 9- Survey Graph 2 

_________________________________________________________________ 

 

 Within the surveys, I continued to seek out the significant statements and words. The 

multiple choice format of the survey (Appendix E) reduced the participants‘ responses to 
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the selections provided, but it allowed me to compare the answers within the interviews to 

the answers on the survey.  The multiple choice answer that was chosen most frequently 

became the significant statement for that question. The questions were scripted by me so 

these were not added to the students‘ significant statements from the interviews, but they 

were used to authenticate the themes chosen in step 2 of the data analysis. The results of 

the graphs showed the significant statements from the surveys.  Table 10 provides a list of 

the significant statements that were discovered in the analysis of the survey results. The 

rest of the survey graphs are displayed in Appendix N.  

Table 10- Selected Significant Statements from Surveys 

 All students learn to accept each other 

 Every student is included 

 There is a community in my classroom 

 Every student is included 

 In school a community means learning to work together 

 

 

Journals, Colleague and Parent Stories 

As a reflective teacher, I have kept a personal journal for the last 20 years to not 

only store memories, photographs, and stories of my classroom and students, but to spend 

time reflecting on my teaching practices.  For the purpose of my research, I searched for 

significant stories about the phenomenon of inclusion within my journal entries of the last 

six years (Appendix L). Some of my entries were explained in a few words or phrases, just 

a quick note to catch that description of the experience. To be as accurate as possible, I 

sent out a request to four teachers and three parents who had shared those significant 
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original stories with me. Rather than asking them to recall the particular event I had 

recorded in my journal, I asked them to send me a brief story of a time when they had seen 

the impact of inclusion on a typical student. I received in depth responses from all seven 

individuals (Appendices F and G). 

I also examined my journal entries and colleague and parent stories for significant 

statements (Appendix M). The significant statements were the sentences or phrases which 

independently communicated the meaning of the phenomenon of inclusion (Van Manen, 

1990).  As I reread the journal entries and colleague and parent stories, I used the same 

questions for selecting significant statements from the interviews: 1) does this statement 

support the understanding of the phenomenon, or 2) is this statement significant because of 

its description of the experience? If the statement fit one of these criteria, it was then 

considered ―a horizon of the experience‖ and became a selected significant statement 

(Moustakas, 1994, p. 121). 

I used the program WordItOut (2011) to portray the significant words used within 

my journal entries (Appendix O) and also with the colleague and parent stories (Figure 3 

and Appendix P).  

Figure 3- Significant Words from Colleague and Parent Stories 
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I used the full text of these journal entries and the full text of the colleague and parent 

stories to make two separate word clouds (McNaught & Lam, 2010). The word cloud 

displayed the most common words in a darker and larger print. 

 Step 2 was the process of selecting the significant statements and words from the 

interviews, the surveys, my journals, and colleague and parent stories. The selected 

significant statements were chosen because they supported the understanding of the 

phenomenon of inclusion and/or community or they described the phenomenon of 

inclusion and/or community. Only these significant statements were used to develop the 

themes of the phenomenon of inclusion in Step 3.  The selected words and statements from 

the surveys, journals, and colleague and parent stories were used to further describe the 

themes of the phenomenon of inclusion found in Step 3.  

Step 3 Themes 

Phenomenological themes may be understood as the structures of 

experience. When we analyze a phenomenon, we are trying to determine 

its themes, the structures that make up that experience…After all; it is 

lived experience that we are attempting to describe. (Van Manen, 1990, p. 

79)  

The themes, or the structures of the experience of inclusion and the classroom 

community, were established by using the selected significant statements taken directly 

from the transcripts of the interviews. I organized the 134 selected significant statements 

with the aid of a mind map (Figure 4). Mind maps are a visual diagram that link and 

arrange themes with connections usually extending out from a central topic (Novak & 

Govin, 1984; Buzan, 1993).  Mind maps can be designed in a variety of ways, and they 
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can be important tools for qualitative researchers to organize research, reduce data, 

analyze themes, and present findings (Daley, 2004).  

I made the mind map of the selected significant statements by separating the 

statements onto paper strips and arranging them into topic groups. I then regrouped the 

topic clusters to check for similarities. From each topic cluster three distinct themes 

emerged.  For each theme, I chose a student‘s statement to use as the title. Using the 

student‘s exact words, the three themes were: inclusion means learning together; it is 

okay to be different; and a classroom community means everyone learning together. 

Figure 4- A Small Example of the Mind Map 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

Seventy nine of the 134 (58.95%) selected significant statements defined 

inclusion as being when students learn together. Fifty five of the 134 (41.04%) significant 

statements identified that it was okay to be different, and seventy three statements of the 

134 (54.47%) significant statements defined a community as everyone learning together 
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(Appendix Q).These themes are displayed with examples of the corresponding significant 

statements from the participants‘ interviews in Table 11. 

Table 11- Themes and Evidence found in Participants‘ Interviews  

 
Inclusion means learning 

together. 

It‘s okay to be different. A classroom community means 

working together. 

―Everyone works together.‖ ―Inclusion means it is okay to 

be different.‖ 

―A classroom community is 

when everybody comes 

together and helps each other-

in my eyes that would be 

perfect.‖ 

―Inclusion means everyone 

together.‖ 

―Inclusion means everyone is 

different, because everybody is 

different.‖ 

―Children are all different and 

have their own ideas and they 

all have their own 

perspective.‖  

―You have to work together 

and find a strategy you both 

like.‖ 

―Everyone has different 

abilities.‖ 

―There should be inclusion all 

the time because it would not 

be a community without 

inclusion.‖ 

―Inclusion means how people 

work together in a 

community.‖ 

―Inclusion means you are all 

different.‖ 

―Inclusion means how people 

work together in a 

community.‖ 

―Inclusion means working in 

a group.‖ 

―It‘s okay to be different.‖ ―A classroom community 

means working together.‖ 

―All kinds of kids who work 

together.‖ 

―Inclusion means that even 

though somebody is different in 

some way, it does not matter.‖ 

―A classroom community is 

when everyone is together and 

they‘re like one group.‖ 

―Inclusion means when 

everyone does something 

together.‖ 

 

―You need to include them in 

things and not exclude them 

just because they are different.‖ 

―A community is when they 

work together do everything 

together not just like as one 

person.‖ 

―Inclusion sounds like nice 

words, friendship, and 

helping others.‖ 

―People are accepted for who 

they are and nobody is left out 

because they are different.‖ 

―Inclusion looks like a lot of 

people who help each other in 

a community.‖ 

―All kinds of kids who work 

together.‖ 

―I like how we all learned 

differently.‖ 

―They wanted to work 

together and they all wanted 

to be a classroom 

community.‖ 

―it looks like when you talk 

to a person and include 

them.‖ 

―I like different learning styles 

in one classroom.‖ 

―It‘s all one community and 

they are all working together." 

―The teacher makes sure 

everyone learns together.‖ 

―Our classroom has kids who 

have lived in different ways.‖ 

―A community means we 

build the community as a 

classroom and work 

together.‖ 

________________________________________________________________________ 
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As a phenomenological researcher, I ―wish to capture the thematic 

statements…and write… on the basis of the reading and other research activities‖ (Van 

Manen, 1990, p. 95).  To capture the meaning of each of the three themes, I used my 

research from chapter 2 and the results from the other data collection methods: surveys, 

journal entries, and colleague and parent stories. This evidence was used to unpack and 

illustrate each theme. Moustakas (1994) stated that through repeated reflection the 

phenomenal experience becomes more clarified and expanded in meaning. I went back to 

the original selected transcriptions to reflect on the evidence that supported each theme. I 

wanted the students‘ words to be heard throughout this study ―to allow them to speak for 

themselves" (Ajjawi & Higgs, 2007, p. 632).  

In phenomenological research, writing is not the final stage of the research process 

rather it is perceived as the research (Van Manen, 1990). He describes this process in the 

following way: ―Writing separates us from what we know and yet it unites us more closely 

with what we know‖ (Van Manen, 1990, p. 127). To more closely describe the three 

themes, I used the research, selected significant statements from the interviews, survey 

results, and journal, colleague and parent stories to illustrate each theme. ―This stage 

involved continuously moving backwards and forwards between the literature, the research 

texts and the earlier analysis, moving from parts to whole following the process informed 

by the hermeneutic circle" (Ajjawi & Higgs, 2007, p. 625). The use of the hermeneutic 

circle (Figure 5) guided my research study by illustrating the importance of the cycle of 

the phenomenon of inclusion in the classroom community being encountered and 

referenced with the pertinent research and results of the data collection so it could be 

further understood and described.  
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Figure 5- My Hermeneutic Circle 

 

 

 

 

 

 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Theme 1: Inclusion means learning together. 

Research 

According to researchers, including Stainback and Stainback (1990), Lambert, et 

al. (2003), and Erwin (1993), inclusion is a belief system that allows all students to have 

access to a high quality education within their classrooms and their schools. Inclusion is 

about membership in the community of the classroom. It is about opportunities to make 

friends and be a part of the learning environment (Bunch, 1999). The types of 

instructional strategies found in inclusive classrooms, including peer tutoring, 

cooperative learning groups and differentiated instruction, have been shown to be 

beneficial to all students learning together (Villa & Thousand, 2000).  

Student Responses 

In response to the interview question asking for a definition of inclusion, students 

responded with varied descriptions of inclusion and what inclusion looks and sounds like.   

―Inclusion means you include everybody with different abilities‖ (Student #16). 
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 ―The teachers are helping kids understand something when they are confused 

about how to behave or how people are different‖ (Student # 17).  

―I think inclusion is important because if people are not included in things (in 

school) when they grow up it will be hard because if they weren‘t included as children, 

they might feel like they‘re not included…as adults and they might feel left out‖ (Student 

#18).  

When I wrote my reduction that was shared at the beginning of this chapter, I had 

not yet chosen the participants for this research. While reviewing the interviews and my 

reduction piece, I realized that Allen, the typical student in my story, was not only a 

participant in my research, but had shared a similar story.  

Q: What is inclusion?  

A: Inclusion is happy and sad for my friend, Robby.  

Q: Why do you feel sad for him?  

A: Because he can‘t talk that well and he is stuck in a wheelchair.  

Q: And why do you feel happy for him?  

A: Because…because of the special technology that our world has enhanced, he 

can communicate using his special speech computer. 

Survey Responses 

The significant statement in the survey was: in school, inclusion means learning to 

accept each other. Twelve out of twenty students (60%) chose this response. 

Journals, Colleague and Parent Stories 

In the fall of 2010, I wrote in my journal about one of my new first graders who 

had referred to a non typical student as crazy and had asked the paraprofessional, ―Why do 
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you work with that crazy girl?‖  These questions began a classroom conversation about 

inclusion. A second grader described inclusion: ―We are an inclusive classroom because 

we accept everyone even if they are young or old.‖ A first grader said, ―We want everyone 

to learn and we are all different at learning.‖  

Four years ago, I wrote an entry in my journal early one morning: One of my 

second grade students, who had struggled with emotional outbursts and violent behavior in 

his other first grade room, came to me the second week of school.  

Mrs. O‘Brien, I want to let you know that we were just playing rough and 

one of the choice toys broke. I don‘t want to make the same mistakes as 

last year so I am letting you know that I did it.‖ Noah, who had been with 

me for 3 years, turned to him and said, ―It‘s a new year Steve, a new 

year.‖ The two of them walked away together and Noah said, ―Let me 

show you how we clean up carefully so nothing else gets broken. 

A specialist responded to my request for stories with this response:  

Phillip would also help Jack (a non typical student) in the classroom, 

asking to learn how to sign to him.  He would even carry out some of the 

discrete trials in the class.  He would keep an eye on him and was 

wonderful the day Jack bolted from the room.  Phillip was first to notice 

and immediately went after him.  I know in some ways it was in a helping 

role, but in other ways, it was inclusive.  Phillip wanted Jack to be part of 

the class.  Finally, (and I wish I saved it) he wrote Jack‘s letter of 

introduction for the ALT (alterative portfolio instead of required state 

testing) in grade 3.  It was wonderful. (Colleague B) 
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  A fourth grade teacher told this story of a typical student being ready to assist his 

friend, a non typical student so he could be successful in the classroom. ―When Trevor 

was in my room, I can remember the many times that I would look at him and just know 

that he was anticipating Sean‘s needs before even I was.  When we were on our way to a 

field trip,  he would be considering how Sean would access the building, or if Sean were 

preparing to share, Trevor would consider how he could "assist" Sean so that his share 

was as successful as it could have possibly been‖ (Colleague D). 

It is okay to be different. 

Research 

Inclusive instruction requires being able to engage typical and non typical 

students through different learning modalities as well as different learning interests. An 

effective inclusive classroom community happens when non typical and typical students 

accept each others‘ differences and share the common goal of learning together (Winner, 

2007).  In an inclusive classroom community, the students learn to appreciate each 

others‘ strengths and differences by observing their teachers model and share the 

different strategies of learning (Grenot-Scheyer, Fisher & Staub, 2001). 

Student Responses 

In response to the interview questions about inclusion and community, students 

shared their thoughts about differences within the classroom.  

―The teachers are helping kids understand something when they are confused about 

how to behave or how people are different‖ (Student # 17).  
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―Inclusion looks like somebody just needs a little help at something and somebody 

can just quickly come over and remind them or help them out which is a good thing‖  

(Student # 4).  

―Inclusion means when you include other people with different abilities‖ (Student 

# 16).  

Inclusion is ―when you get to know everybody since you are there with them every 

single day and there are friendships that form when you are with everybody‖ (Student # 

15).  

Survey Results 

There was not a survey question that asked or referred to differences. 

Journals, Colleague and Parent Stories 

In January of 2005, I wrote: At a late afternoon staff meeting, we had broken into 

study groups and were discussing inclusion. A specialist asked the group, ―Is inclusion still 

inclusion even when it is contrived?‖ The group got into a lively discussion about what 

inclusion means: accepting of differences or separating by differences.  That started 

another conversation about some classrooms that have a helper job assigned to a student 

every week. The helper is a typical child who helps a non typical child: pushing a 

wheelchair or reminding them to follow the classroom procedures. In my classroom, 

students are not assigned to be anyone‘s helper, instead as Cindy‘s comment illustrates, 

typical and non typical students are friends regardless of differences. The next day, I was 

introducing a guest teacher to the classroom who was subbing for a paraprofessional in my 

classroom. As she went to join our morning circle, she noticed Cindy, a first grader 

coming to the circle with Bobby who uses a wheelchair. She smiled at Cindy and said, ―Oh 
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you must be his helper today,‖ Cindy looked confused and said, ―No, I am just his friend, I 

think you are the one who is supposed to help him.‖  

A colleague who is a specialist in our building told me a story about a time she saw 

a typical student redirecting an adult: ―I watched one of your kids, Ryan, when he was 

pushing his friend, Bobby, in his wheelchair. They were out and about with no adult with 

them.  One of the parents (visiting the school) looked at Ryan and asked him a question 

that was meant for Bobby. Ryan replied, ―Ask Bobby, he can answer.‖ The parent looked 

at Bobby, apologized to him and asked him how his racecar had done in the pinewood 

derby that weekend. Bobby grinned and gave thumbs up and yelled, ―First!‖ 

Another colleague shared this thought: ―The children, who had had you, just 

seemed to know that some people are different and need to be understood differently. 

 They seemed to have an intuitive understanding- they knew how to react kindly, gently 

and with compassion. It seemed to be a part of who they are because they had already 

lived it‖ (Colleague E).  

One of the specialists in my building told me, ―Some of your past students have 

been leaders in my classes. Many of them are able to adapt the lesson to make it fit for one 

of their friends who is struggling with a concept of movement. It is more than just helping, 

it is being a friend who is able to assist and support their friends‘ needs.‖ 

A classroom community means working together.  

Research 

To accomplish the building of an inclusive learning community, the teacher will 

―encourage, model and facilitate cooperation, support, honor, and trust…then the class will 

begin to internalize these behaviors‖ (Levine, 2003). An inclusive classroom community is 
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built to accept everyone, typical or non typical students, and to recognize and celebrate 

their differences. The inclusive goal is for all students to recognize the strengths of their 

classmates and to respect their varied learning styles and abilities (Roffman & Wanerman, 

2011). When typical and non typical students learn to work together, every student 

becomes an integral member of the classroom community. The classroom community 

forms because of the acceptance of diversity and the acceptance that everyone is different 

and has individual needs and abilities (Grenot-Scheyer, Fisher, & Staub, 2001).  

Student Responses 

In response to the interview question: ―what is a community and what does it look 

like and sound like‖, students described their classroom communities.   

―A community looks like a lot of people helping each other‖ (Student # 4).   

A teacher‘s job is to ―always help sort out (problems) and help us be a community 

again and that would help us be friends again‖ (Student # 15). 

In a community, students ―get ideas from each other, they all are sharing ideas‖ 

(Student # 16).  

―I think the community is very important because if you don‘t have a strong 

community…then things might happen to people because they haven‘t got to know that 

they are a great person and people might be mean to each other. If you live in a community 

(as an adult) you need to get to know them so you can work with your neighbors and next 

door neighbors… so you won‘t be getting into arguments with them‖ (Student # 18). 

Survey Results 

The significant statement in the survey was: in school, a community means 

working together. Sixteen out of twenty students (80%) chose this response. 
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Journal, Colleague and Parent Stories 

Five years ago, I wrote about Zachary, a kindergartner, who was sad because the 

end of the year was closing in, and we were beginning to talk about the second graders 

leaving and going to third grade. I begin this conversation with students in late May 

because the second graders are our leaders in a multiage classroom of K-3, and we will 

miss them. Tony, a second grader, noticed Zachary‘s lips were beginning to quiver and he 

ran over to Zachary‘s wheelchair to give him a hug. Unfortunately, this caused Zachary to 

cry harder. Tony suddenly ran to the bulletin board and grabbed our newest quotation from 

the wall: ―Don‘t cry because it‘s over, smile because it happened‖ (attributed to Dr. Seuss, 

but no direct source). He read it aloud to Zachary and said, ―Zachary, you need to smile 

because look at all the friends in our community you have who will still be your friends 

but in a different class, it will just be a bigger community.‖ 

An administrator described my classroom as the place where he liked to end his 

week. He often came in on Friday afternoons and would spend 10 to 15 minutes chatting 

with students or watching the lesson that I was teaching. One of the students asked him 

why he came in so often, and he answered, ―I like the way your classroom feels, there is 

such a community in here.‖ The student looked at me and said, ―Ms. O‘Brien, you need to 

write that in your journal and I think it is a compliment for us.‖  

A parent of a non typical child shared, ―What I see most is the connections we have 

with parents of kids that were in your classroom community. I think the work you did with 

the kids extended to the parents‖ (Parent F).  
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Data Analysis Summary 

The analysis of qualitative data is the process of systematically arranging and 

organizing all the collected data and evidence. The final step is bringing meaning to the 

data and evidence so they tell an articulate story (Rossman & Rallis, 1998). My data 

analysis of the interviews revealed these three themes using the student‘s words: inclusion 

means learning together; it is okay to be different; and a classroom community means 

everyone learning together. The three themes were further supported with evidence from 

the research, surveys, journals, colleague and parent stories to describe inclusion through 

not only the eyes of my typical students, but through my eyes as a teacher and researcher.  

The findings through this data analysis have allowed me to be "given over to some 

quest, a true task, a deep questioning of something that restores an original sense of what it 

means to be a thinker, researcher" (Van Manen, 1990, p. 31). The concluding steps of my 

study are described in chapter five. As a thinker and a researcher, I have endeavored to 

answer my research question and define and describe the essence of inclusion in my 

classroom community.  

Summary 

The purpose of this study was to find out what impact participation in my 

inclusive primary classroom community has had on my typical students. Data for this 

research study was collected through three data collection instruments: 1) interviews 

(Appendix D); 2) surveys (Appendix E); and 3) journal entries and colleague and parent 

stories (Appendices F and G). In this chapter, the first three steps of the data analysis 

(reduction, significant statements, and themes) were articulated and explained.  
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Chapter 5 

Conclusions and Suggestions for Further Research 

Purpose of the Study 

The research question that guided this study was: what impact does participation in 

an inclusive primary grade classroom community have on my typical students?  For the 

purpose of my research, the term ―typical student‖ depicted those students who do not 

have special needs or a diagnosed disability that requires modifications to meet the grade 

level standards required at their grade level. The term ―non typical student‖ defined 

students who have special needs or a diagnosed disability that requires modifications to 

assist them in participating in the classroom and to help them meet grade level standards. 

Research Methodology  

 This research was a qualitative phenomenological study that drew on the 

hermeneutic data analysis methods of Moustakas (1994), Creswell (1998), and Van Manen 

(1990). 

"Phenomenology is a project that is driven by fascination: being swept up in a spell 

of wonder, a fascination with meaning" (Van Manen, 2007, p. 1). As a classroom teacher, I 

live in a world of wonder: my primary students are imaginative artists and dreamers, and 

they are fascinated with the world around them. As their teacher, I am able to guide, 

observe, and reflect on the daily happenings and interactions between typical and non 

typical students within my classroom community. As a researcher, the methods of 

hermeneutic phenomenology were an apt fit. The goal of a hermeneutic study is to be 

interpretative, not just descriptive of the phenomenon being studied (Van Manen, 1990). I 

wanted to listen to my student's answers and descriptions and to use these to exemplify and 
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then understand inclusion and the classroom community through the eyes of my students.  

My goal as a researcher was to not only seek out the answer to my research question, but 

to describe the essence of inclusion in a classroom community through our eyes: both my 

eyes and the students‘ eyes 

Phenomenological research is also a reflective research that often tells a story 

through its description and detail.  ―Phenomenological approaches are good at surfacing 

deep issues and making voices heard,‖ wrote Lester (1999, p. 4). My research study or 

story illustrates a multifaceted picture of inclusion in my classroom community emerging 

from the words of my typical students, observations by colleagues and parents, and a 

constant state of reflexivity by me. This reflective interpretation was then completed 

through the knowledge of the literature on inclusion as well as through listening, reading, 

and rereading the interviews of my typical students, my personal journal entries, and 

colleague and parent stories. 

I used the first person narrative throughout this dissertation to allow the reader to 

stand in my place and personally relate to the story being told. Storytelling is essential to 

the research practice as story can and should serve three distinguishing purposes: 

―providing stories that may increase (but never guarantee) human well-being, serving as a 

supportive nexus for human exploration and storytelling in general, and exemplifying a 

commitment to skepticism and a resulting open-ended and continuing exploration of what 

might yet be‖ (Grobstein, 2005, p.1). The story of my inclusive classroom community 

through my eyes and the eyes of my typical students is significant to current educators, 

potential educators, and other researchers as they research and/or learn about inclusion and 
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the classroom community. The significance of my students‘ voices, my voice, the impact 

of inclusion and the classroom community were inherent and woven throughout this study. 

Setting and Participants 

This research study was conducted in an elementary school in a small city in New 

England. Participants were twenty typical students in first through fifth grade. Three 

criteria were used to determine the participants for this study: 1) student spent at least one 

year in my primary multi age classroom, 2) student was in first through fifth grade in the 

school in which this study was conducted, and 3) student was a typical learner who does 

not have any special needs or a diagnosed disability that requires modifications to meet the 

standards required at their grade level. 

Data Collection 

Triangulation within this study was accomplished through three data collection 

instruments: 1) interviews (Appendix D); 2) surveys (Appendix E); and 3) personal journal 

entries, colleague and parent stories (Appendices F and G).  

Data Analysis  

The technique of analyzing phenomenological data follows a systematic procedure 

that is rigorous yet accessible to qualitative researchers (Moustakas, 1994). Through a 

synthesis of the phenomenological analysis of Moustakas (1994) Creswell (1998) and Van 

Manen (1990), I broke down the data analysis into 5 steps: 1) epoche/reduction; 2) 

significant statements; 3) themes; 4) textural and structural descriptions; and 5) the essence 

of the experience.  

The first step, epoche/reduction, took place before the data collection. Steps two 

and three were used to analyze the data collected. Steps one through three were described 
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in chapter 4. In step four, I interpreted the phenomenon of inclusion and the classroom 

community through textural and structural descriptions. In step five, I described this 

essence of the experience through the students‘ and my eyes. 

Conclusion: Step 4 Textural and Structural Descriptions 

 Textural Description 

According to Sadala and Adorno (2001), ―the researcher converts participants‘ 

everyday expressions into expressions appropriate to the scientific discourse supporting 

the research‖ (p. 289).  As the researcher, I listened and read my typical students‘ answers 

to the interview questions and then chose one hundred thirty four phrases or sentences to 

become the selected significant statements of my research study. The significant 

statements were chosen because they supported the understanding of the phenomenon of 

inclusion and/or community or they described the phenomenon of inclusion and/or 

community.  The themes pulled from the selected significant statements were directly 

involved in the everydayness of my classroom. The themes were entitled using exact 

statements from students: ―Inclusion means learning together; it‘s okay to be different; and 

a community means working together.‖ The themes then led to the descriptions of ‗what‘ 

my participants experienced in my inclusive classroom, ―the textural description‖ 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 159). The textural explanation ―is more concerned with the practical 

knowledge, that is, the knowledge for action‖ (Todres, 2007, p. 57). The practical 

knowledge of building an inclusive classroom community goes back to the approaches 

used every day to enable students to be accepting of the differences of their classmates.  

My research was supported by the texture of the story which allowed the reader to 

experience the phenomenon of inclusion in a more ―enacted way‖ (Todres, 2007, p. 57) to 
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bring the reader into my inclusive classroom. The textural description of the inclusive 

phenomenon was woven through my beliefs concerning the building of an inclusive 

classroom community, my typical students‘ words, the words of the experts in the field on 

inclusion and classroom communities, and my journal, colleague and parent stories.  

As an inclusive teacher, I agree with the research of Kavale (2002) who believed 

that the acceptance of non typical learners in a classroom community is not simply a 

feature added on to classroom teaching, but one that involves a major overhaul of the 

teaching practice.  Inclusion should be seen as more than an educational delivery model; it 

should be seen as a frame of mind for a classroom community (Kilanowski-Press et al., 

2010).  Two of the three themes that were evident in my study directly support the words 

of these experts: inclusion means learning together, and a classroom community means 

working together. 

 Udvari-Solner & Kluth, (2008) define inclusion as more than a set of strategies or 

practices, but an educational culture that embraces differences and values the uniqueness 

that each learner brings to the classroom. Westwood (2003) stated that classrooms are 

more inclusive when they focus on how to teach the same material effectively to all 

students. If all students are taught the same material through a differentiated approach, all 

students will be included in the classroom instruction. The importance of community 

building within the inclusive classroom is shown through contemporary research (Grenot-

Scheyer, Staub, Peck & Schwartz, 1998; Staub, 1998; Staub, Peck & Schwartz, 1998). 

Charney (1991) believes that within a classroom community, all students should have the 

chances to learn about each other in ways that respect the differences of each student. 
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Responsive classroom (RC) (Charney, 1991) and gradual release of responsibility 

(GRR) (Gallagher and Pearson, 1983) are approaches that have helped me with the ―what‖ 

of inclusive classroom community building. The use of these approaches in my classroom 

has guided my typical and non typical students to be supportive of each other. ―The goal of 

having an inclusive classroom is not to homogenize those differences, pretending that they 

are not there or do not have an impact on students or their lives‖ (Sapon-Shavin, 1999, p. 

62).  The goal of my inclusive classroom is to respect and celebrate the differences within 

my typical and non typical learners. I have watched typical students change from being 

impatient with a classmate who struggles to speak to being that child‘s friend and 

advocate. One of my typical students described how she felt being in an inclusive 

classroom community had impacted her:  

I understand a lot more things. I understand when someone‘s not happy; I 

can see that in their faces.  I can tell whether they‘re being included or not. 

I didn‘t understand then (before she was in my classroom.) Now I can read 

other people‘s faces or see that they‘re not happy. Now I try to find out 

what‘s wrong and see if there‘s a way to make it better. (Student # 17) 

I watched this student not only became supportive of her non typical classmates, but take 

on a role of advocate to help a non typical student become successful and more 

independent in the upper grades at our school. The approaches, the ―what‖ I used in my 

classroom community, enabled this student to understand and accept differences.  

Schuck (1996) noted: ―To describe a situation without interpreting it through the 

lens of the researcher‘s experiences and beliefs is to give a very barren and incomplete 

picture of the phenomenon under examination‖ (p. 67). To complete the picture of the 
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phenomenon of inclusion, I offer a view not only through the eyes of my typical students, 

but through my eyes as both the teacher and the researcher and further validated by the 

stories of my colleagues and parents of former students. The students‘ words were 

powerful as they spoke about inclusion and gave a textural description of their experiences 

in a primary inclusive classroom. 

I like that people are accepted as who they are and everybody is with each 

other and nobody is left out even if there‘s certain things they do or don‘t 

get to do because they might be different. Everybody even if they can‘t do 

what the rest of the class is doing, they still feel like they‘re part of the 

class. (Student # 18) 

In our classroom I wanted to make those people (different learners) feel 

like they were normal and treat them like people and so I talked to them 

and played with them and when I saw they might be down, I tried to help 

them. (Student # 17) 

―Everybody can play when we have inclusion. If we didn‘t have inclusion…we 

would all be playing alone and that would not be fun because we would not have any 

company‖ (Student # 3). 

―All children are different so they have their own ideas and they all have their own 

perspectives‖ (Student # 6). 

Through the textural description, my goal was to ―allow the reader to come to 

understand the phenomenon in a more intuitive way‖ (Todres, 2007, p. 57). I strove to 

explain the phenomenon of inclusion from the divergent views of the participants, the 
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research, and myself as the teacher and the researcher, hoping the reader would understand 

the importance of building an inclusive classroom community.  

Structural Description  

As a phenomenological researcher I wanted to reduce the phenomenon of inclusion 

down to its crucial structure, the how and what of inclusion and its impact on a classroom 

community.  The ―structural description‖ (Creswell, 2007, p. 159) portrays ―how‖ the 

participants‘ experienced inclusion. The structural description ―articulates essential themes 

in order to communicate the boundaries of the phenomenon‖ (Todres, 2007, p. 57). The 

three essential themes revealed through my research study were:  inclusion means learning 

together; it‘s okay to be different; and a community means working together. These 

themes were the essential of my typical students‘ experiences in my inclusive primary 

classroom. 

If inclusion means learning together, then the classroom community could also be 

described as a home for students (Peterson & Hattie, 2003).  Positive attitudes about 

inclusion by teachers and students are important factors in the creation of classroom 

climate (Monsen &Frederickson, 2004). In an inclusive classroom community, all students 

know that they are part of a classroom community that works and learns together.  

But effective inclusive education is not as simple as just putting typical and non 

typical students in one classroom (Osterman & Kottkamp, 2004), and my students, both 

present and former, agree. The concept of an effective inclusive education interconnects 

with the third theme evident in my research: a community means working together. The 

building of the classroom community is the how of inclusion. Philosopher Maxine Greene 

(1995), states, ―In thinking of community, we need to emphasize the process words: 
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making, creating, weaving, and saying…‖ (p. 39). A classroom community must be 

created by the teacher and the students, typical and non typical, working together in a 

supportive, nurturing, inclusive environment. Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002) 

found a community grows as trusting relationships are created through reciprocal support:  

Building trust … and discovering the kind of ideas, methods, and mutual 

support that are genuinely helpful take time. Most of all, community 

members need to develop the habit of consulting each other for help. As 

they do this, they typically deepen their relationships and discover not 

only their common needs, but also their collective ways of thinking. (p.84)   

As students in an inclusive classroom community learn ―how‖ to work and learn together, 

they also develop a relationship within the classroom that allows for students to take on 

roles of leaders and experts at different times. The students, typical and non typical, learn 

how to guide and help each other within the structure of the classroom community.  

While undertaking this research, I inadvertently discovered that ―how‖ I built my 

inclusive classroom community was crucial to my success with inclusion.  This process 

also revealed that the critical structure of the inclusive classroom is the community that is 

built by the teacher and students. My classroom has been visited often by educators, 

student teachers, and parents who all wanted to see an inclusive classroom community. 

Our guests have asked both my students and me about inclusion and how we built the 

community of acceptance in our classroom. I knew that I have always used parts of 

different programs like RC (Charney, 1991),  GRR (Gallagher and Pearson, 1983),  

differentiated education (DI) (Tomlinson, 2003), and social thinking skills (Winner, 2007), 
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but I had never broken it down to the day by day planning and teaching needed to build the 

inclusive classroom community.  

As I interviewed my typical students, read the views of the experts, and talked with 

colleagues and parents, I began to perceive the process of community building that took 

place every fall in my classroom. Through the daily modeling and practice of expected 

behaviors and procedures, my students become responsible peers and learners. Through 

RC (Charney, 1991), GRR (Gallagher and Pearson, 1983), and social thinking skills 

(Winner, 2007), my students learned to accept, respect, and even celebrate differences. In 

my eyes, this process built the inclusive primary classroom through academic and social 

learning experiences. In the eyes of my students, the process was all about learning how to 

connect within a community and how to help each other.  One student defined a 

community as when ―Kids make friends with other kids‖ (Student # 8). Another student 

explained that ―A classroom community is when everybody comes together and helps each 

other‖ (Student # 6).  

The current emphasis in schools is on assessment based on academic content and 

skills. However, it is vitally important not to overlook social competence that includes the 

ability to work together and to be supportive of each other within a community.  Social 

competence happens when students are successful social thinkers (Winner, 2007). Social 

thinkers are able to consider the emotions, thoughts, beliefs and differences of other 

students (Winner, 2007).   

In the words of my typical students, it is okay to be different was the third theme of 

this research study. This theme is contained within my definition of a classroom 

community: a place where teachers and students, both typical and non typical, make social 



103 

 

 

connections by respecting each other‘s differences with the common goal of learning 

together. The structure of an inclusive classroom community is built on the social 

connections between students as they learn how to accept and respect differences in order 

to learn together.  

Step four was the process of describing the ―how‖ and the ―what‖ of the 

phenomenon of inclusion. These descriptions were a compilation of my beliefs and 

findings, the experiences of my students, the words of the experts in inclusion, and my 

own words from my journals, and colleague and parent stories.  

Step 5 The Essence of the Experience 

 Step five is the essence or the ―composite description‖ (Creswell, 2007, p. 159) 

synthesizing the research found in step three and step four to represent the conclusion of 

this study. The aspects of the phenomenon of inclusion universal to all the participants 

were illuminated through the textural and structural descriptions of the themes: inclusion 

means learning together; it‘s okay to be different; and a community means working 

together. 

In a phenomenological study, there is an assumption of a shared understanding 

among the participants or an essence that holds a phenomenon together (Moustakas, 1994). 

Todres (2007) describes the essence of a phenomenon, or lived experience, as one that will 

tell a story with which readers can identify and will help them come to a new 

understanding of the topic. The three themes revealed in this research study are the shared 

understandings or the essence of the phenomenon of inclusion. Clandinin and Connelly 

(2000) suggest the retelling of stories allows for growth and change. As the researcher, the 

three themes, the essence of the phenomenon, are part of my story. Throughout this 
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research, I was engaged in reflecting, reliving, and retelling my own stories so that the 

readers could identify and understand the impact of an inclusive classroom community.  

The research question that guided this phenomenological study was: what impact 

does participation in an inclusive primary grade classroom community have on typical 

students?  I directly asked the following question of each of the students I interviewed: 

"Did being in an inclusive classroom have any impact on you? Please explain the impact.‖ 

Nine out of twenty students (45%) responded that inclusion did have an impact on them. 

Six students said that inclusion had no impact on them, and five students did not answer or 

didn‘t seem to understand the question. 

  The nine students who said that inclusion had an impact on them stated: 

―It made me nicer because I can work with older or younger kids or kids who have 

disabilities‖ (Student # 5).  

―Inclusion made me nicer. I liked that everyone treated (everyone) the same‖ 

(Student # 10). 

―Inclusion made me have respect for everyone even if I don‘t know them‖ (Student 

# 6).  

―I can tell whether they are being included or not‖ (Student # 17). 

―Inclusion helped me….like calming people down means that you‘re kind of being 

nice to them.  Like if they‘re really mad and you try to be nice to them, just tell them to 

stop real easy like not yell at them‖ (Student # 8). 

Inclusion changed how I thought about people with disabilities. I felt 

before that they were just other people around. But now I think he‘s really, 
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well, once you get to know people like that you get to feel how they go 

with things. (Student # 13) 

Inclusion made me not look at people as different just look at them as just 

as like you. I use to look at them as different and now I think they are just 

like me.  They have a family and they need to do all the things that I need 

to do to survive and they are just like normal people.  (Student # 18)    

―Inclusion made me feel like how you would feel if you didn‘t get included and 

you had their problems‖ (Student # 16).  

―Inclusion helped me to understand how to include kids and I liked that because I 

knew throughout the years, I thought this was a big help‖ (Student # 15).  

The nine out of twenty students who stated that being in an inclusive primary 

classroom had made an impact on them indicated that they were nicer, had respect for 

everyone, understood facial expressions, and now they accept people as they are. As a 

teacher, the in depth responses of nine of my typical students reinforced my belief that my 

inclusive classroom community has had an impact on my typical students. But as a 

researcher, nine out of twenty responses to this one interview question was not enough 

evidence to report the significance of the impact my inclusive primary classroom has had 

on my typical students.  

Looking back at my participants‘ definitions of inclusion and community from the 

interviews, I was captivated by their similarities: 

―Inclusion looks like a lot of people who help each other in a community‖ (Student 

# 12). 

 ―Inclusion means how people work together in a community‖ (Student # 2). 
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―There should be inclusion all the time because it would not be a community 

without inclusion‖ (Student # 15). 

―Inclusion means everyone learning together‖ (Student # 7). 

―A community means working together‖ (Student # 3) 

―A classroom community sounds like everybody all, it‘s kind of like the same thing 

(as inclusion)  it‘s kind of like everybody all together having fun‖(Student # 20). 

―Inclusion and a classroom community are similar because in a community, you 

are all like friends with each other and inclusion is like you have to try to make 

friends with people‖ (Student # 19). 

As a teacher, these responses made me realize that inclusion happens through the 

community in my classroom and that the community is really the heart or the essence of 

my classroom. I believe that participation in my inclusive classroom community has 

impacted my typical students. Through my students‘ answers to the interview and survey 

questions, my journal entries and colleague and parent stories, I discovered that these 

students were not only aware of our classroom community, but they benefitted from it as 

well.  

The colleague and parent stories also described their beliefs about the impact of 

inclusion. The stories that they shared were of older children who were no longer in my 

classroom, but who were still being inclusive of their non typical peers. A para 

professional who has worked with students in my classroom described the impact of 

inclusion in this way: ―One time I was watching Ronnie working as a partner with Steven 

during work time. The way she learned to adapt lessons but still challenged and expected 

was due to watching us model it. I will never forget hearing Ronnie say something that 
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rephrased a question for Steven so that he was expected to put his thoughts in. It was 

exactly how I usually said it, which ultimately came from hearing you model it‖ 

(Colleague C). 

A fourth grade teacher wrote: ―When I think back upon the many students that I 

have taught in fourth grade that have been fortunate enough to have had you as a teacher, 

there is clearly something about them that is different than most other students.  The word 

that comes to mind to describe this is just an overall understanding.  They have almost 

instinctual ability to understand, and then respond to other student's needs without them 

even needing to be verbalized‖ (Colleague D).  

These colleague and parent stories were encouraging to me as a teacher because 

they validated the community building in my inclusive classroom.  But as a researcher, I 

was using their stories as a part of my reflective journals, not as a separate data collection 

tool. The stories they told linked to my journal entries because of early conversations we 

had already shared.  

These descriptions from students, colleagues and parents revealed the essence of 

the phenomenon of inclusion through the eyes of my typical students, and they inspired me 

to search for the essence of inclusion through my eyes. The essence of inclusion was 

revealed to be the classroom community that was built to support all students as they grow 

and learn together socially and academically. My inclusive classroom community did have 

an impact on my typical students: they spoke of the positive changes in themselves, and 

they defined inclusion and the classroom community as being almost synonymous in 

meaning.  But my research study/story does not end with the answer to my research 

question: it continues as I strive to describe the essence of the experience. 
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Reflections 

The final step in this research study was to create a rich description of the essence 

of my experience with the phenomenon of inclusion (Van Manen, 1990). Van Manen 

(1990) believes a phenomenological study leads to the essence or the ―description of [a] 

lived experience‖ (Van Manen, 1990, p. 25). I believe another way to describe the essence 

of an experience is to describe it as the heart of the experience. Over time, my aspiration 

was not only to discover if my inclusive classroom had an impact on typical students, but 

also to describe the essence of inclusion through my eyes and the eyes of my typical 

students. My data analysis revealed the essence of my inclusive classroom is the 

community my students and I build together. While building this community of learners, 

my students learn to accept, respect, and celebrate each other‘s differences.  

As I spoke to my present and former students I kept wondering, what made my 

classroom be an inclusive classroom. I had completed the research for this study, when I 

began to second guess my research question. I had started this study asking if my 

classroom had an impact on typical students. Was I really asking: what is the actual 

meaning of inclusion in my primary classroom? Heidegger (2001) had warned that 

phenomenology "never makes things easier, but only more difficult" (p. 12).  As I reread 

my reduction story, and the data analysis, I commenced to contemplate the essence, the 

heart, of my classroom. My research proceeded to get more difficult as I started to ask 

more questions.  

As this research study headed towards a conclusion, I realized the real question of 

this research was more than: what impact does participation in an inclusive primary grade 
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classroom community have on my typical students? The hidden question being asked was: 

what is the essence of my inclusive classroom community?  

In inclusion, ―there is a critical difference between ‗being present‘ and ‗having a 

presence‘‖ (Carter, 2011, p.11). Is this the essence of inclusion that every child is present 

and has presence? What makes a classroom become an inclusive community? Through this 

research and through my eyes, I discovered inclusion in my classroom is not just the 

acceptance of non typical students; instead inclusion is the community that accepts all the 

differences each student brings to my classroom. Through inclusion we are able to deepen 

our understanding of those who are different which therefore ―enlarges our hearts‖ (Sapon-

Shevin, 2007, p. 29). To me, inclusion has always meant the acceptance of differences 

within a community of learners.  I have always wanted to ensure that all students have 

presence in my classroom.  Through my eyes, the essence of inclusion, the heart of my 

classroom community, is the acceptance of all the differences my students bring to my 

classroom. Throughout this research journey I discovered that in my classroom the words 

inclusion and community are tantamount to each other. Students are inclusive within a 

community of learners, and a community of learners is inclusive of all students.  

The Impact of this Study 

There are many resources on the topic of inclusion. There are inclusion studies and 

research and there are how-to books about how to be an inclusive teacher or school. There 

are powerful stories of when inclusion worked for non typical students, and there are 

articles and chapters of books telling about the benefits for typical students. 

Inclusion is a word that has many definitions. Some educators believe that 

inclusion means all students deserve an education in a public school setting, but it may be 
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a separate education within the school with the use of resource rooms for the non typical 

students. The inclusion of students with learning difficulties is often more accepted than 

the inclusion of students with behavioral problems or students who are medically fragile 

with many physical needs. Simply saying the word inclusion "is likely to engender fervent 

debate" (Kavale & Forness, 2000, p. 279).  These debates take place in homes, schools, 

districts, school budget meetings, and courtrooms as people define inclusion for their 

child, their student, or their school. My hope is that someday inclusion will mean ―the time 

to value and acknowledge the diverse gifts and contributions that each child brings to the 

classroom setting‖ (Grenot-Scheyer, Staub, & Fisher, 2001, p.171). This classroom setting 

or community will hopefully be more important than the words inclusion, typical, and/or 

non typical students. 

 This study is significant to the field of education because I have studied and have 

firsthand knowledge of an inclusive classroom community for typical and non typical 

students and I have seen the benefits for all the students. As a classroom teacher working 

collaboratively with my students, we build and then experience together, a classroom 

community that is inclusive for all students. As a researcher, I have learned and shared the 

techniques and approaches to build an inclusive classroom community. I have told the 

stories of my inclusive classroom community through my eyes and through the eyes of my 

students.  My students spoke about the importance of a classroom community.  Some 

students even described what it felt like to be in a classroom without a community: ―I had 

like a teacher (who) kind of made it worse for people. The community didn‘t really work‖ 

(Student # 8). 
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My hope is for educators to read what my typical students shared about inclusion 

and the classroom community and to read my reflections in order to see that inclusion is 

more than including non typical students in a classroom. Non typical students should not 

be just placed in the regular classroom, but should be fully integrated as classroom 

members within the community. When I began teaching 30 years ago, four non typical 

students were only with my classroom for lunch, art and music for the first few weeks of 

school. These students were expected to spend most of their day in self contained resource 

rooms. As I began to build my classroom community, I realized that many of my 

remaining 25 students did not even know these four students‘ names. I began to ask 

administration for those non typical students to spend more time in our classroom so that 

they could become part of our classroom community. Within a week all of my students 

knew everyone‘s names and we became a community of 29 students. These four students 

did still leave the classroom for small group instruction, but they spent most of their day 

with the classroom community. 

Effective inclusion means building the classroom community that allows all 

students to be learners, to be classmates, and to respect and accept each other‘s 

differences.  Inclusion is powerful because the classroom community that is inclusive is 

powerful. If non typical students are just placed in the general education classroom and not 

expected to be part of the classroom community, in my eyes, there is no inclusion. I 

believe there is a significant correlation between a teacher‘s purposeful building of an 

inclusive classroom community and an effective inclusive environment for all students. 

The results of my study, based on the data collected, support my belief. In an inclusive 

classroom community, all children are equal members who fully participate in all areas of 
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the social and academic curriculum. This participation may be modified to differentiate for 

each child‘s individual needs, but the expectation of being an active learner and 

community member are the same for each child. When a community is created, typical and 

non typical students develop the capability to learn together. As one of my students said: 

―There should be inclusion all the time because it wouldn‘t be a community without 

inclusion‖ (Student # 12).  When all students are expected to be members within a 

classroom, there is inclusion, but more importantly there is an inclusive classroom 

community.  

Limitations 

Janesick (2000) noted that ―qualitative researchers have open minds, but not empty 

minds‖ (p. 384). As a teacher, I came to this research study with my own bias and beliefs 

about inclusion, but as a researcher, my goal was to maintain an open mind. According to 

Rubin and Rubin (2000) personal involvement is a great strength of qualitative 

methodology, but it also creates problems that must be addressed. I not only had a personal 

connection to the participants as their teacher, but many of the students had been with me 

for more than one year because of my multi age classroom.  Throughout this research 

study, I remained conscious and sensitive to my own biases that I brought to this 

investigation (Rubin & Rubin, 2000).  

There are limitations to the findings of this study. The number of participants was 

small, with 20 students being interviewed. All of the students had not only been in my 

classroom for at least one year, but I was the interviewer. My influence in the role of their 

teacher is also compounded because as a classroom community we talked about the 

meaning of the word inclusion, six of my participants had been in my classroom when it 
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was being filmed for a documentary about inclusion, and visiting educators and parents 

have often come to observe our inclusive classroom and talk to my students about 

inclusion. 

―A diary (journal) is never a camera: the author has feelings and expresses them‖ 

(Pimlott, 2002 p.2).  The participants‘ reports of their experiences are what make 

phenomenological research valid. As the researcher, I needed to let my opinions and 

assumptions about the impact of inclusion go. My stories, the colleague and parent stories, 

and reflections within this research study have come from my personal journals, but did 

memory of these incidents cause them to be more slanted towards the positives of 

inclusion and a classroom community?  This concern raises questions about validity and 

the ‗truthfulness‘ of journal entries. As in any research tool, what is omitted and 

overlooked is often as interesting as what is recorded and discussed (Alaszewski, 2006).  

Validity and Reliability 

Issues of reliability and validity of research can be attended to through the 

examination of rigor, trustworthiness, credibility, and authenticity (Laverty, 2003). My 

awareness of the validity and reliability in this study was heightened due to the fact that I 

was the teacher, conducted the study and interviewed all the students. Wolcott (1990) 

identified nine essential points necessary to establish validity in qualitative research 

including: 1) talk little, listen more; 2) record accurately; 3) begin writing early; 4) let 

readers see for themselves; 5) report fully, 6) be candid; 7) seek feedback;  8) try to 

achieve balance; and 9) write accurately. These guidelines were essential to the process as 

I collected, analyzed, and interpreted the data while searching for the essence of the 

phenomenon of inclusion. Beck (1993) viewed reliability through how vivid and faithful 
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the description is to the experience lived. My goal as a reliable researcher was to share my 

students‘ words, my memories, and the colleague and parent stories from my journals as 

vividly as possible to ensure that the experience of my inclusive classroom community 

was fully described and could be pictured by the reader.  

All through this research study, I have attempted to maintain the balance of the 

many lenses that were used. I asked my students to describe inclusion and the classroom 

community through their eyes as students. I looked through not only my eyes as their 

teacher, but the eyes of a researcher as I collected and analyzed the data from my students 

my journals, and colleague and parent stories. I was aware of the validity of this study, as I 

assimilated through my eyes all the data collected through the lenses of my participants.  

There is inherent bias within this study because it is about my students and my 

beliefs about the power of an inclusive classroom community. Nevertheless, this research 

study could be viewed as a ―tapestry in which tacit knowledge is the ―warp‘ and 

propositional knowledge the ‗woof‘‖ (Heron, 1981, p. 32). The tacit knowledge became 

the research about inclusion and community and the approaches I used to build and create 

an inclusive classroom community. The propositional knowledge became the definitions 

and images of inclusion and the classroom community as described by my participants and 

told through my journal entries that were woven through my research to allow the readers 

an inside view of an inclusive classroom community.   

Van Manen (1990) believes that writing draws an individual into a philosophical 

attitude in which one writes in a deeply reflective and vivid way. A reflective attitude in 

research can also be described as reflexivity: when researchers engage in explicit, self-

aware analysis of their own role as the researcher (Waterman, 1998). Reflexive validity is 
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the way a ―researcher‘s involvement with a particular study influences, acts upon and 

informs such research‖ (Nightingale & Cromby, 1999, p. 228). My choice to focus this 

research study on my inclusive classroom community, and my teaching, stemmed from not 

only the many questions I have been asked about how to build an inclusive classroom 

community, but my interest in knowing if my inclusive classroom community had had an 

impact on my typical students. Acting on these questions has encouraged this to be a 

reflexive research study from beginning to end. From the beginning stages when I was 

listing my possible questions and ideas for my dissertation, I was aware of my own 

preconceived ideas about an inclusive classroom community.  I have always believed that 

inclusion within a classroom community is beneficial for typical and non typical students. 

I have also believed that building a strong classroom community is an effective approach 

to teaching.  

The use of the phenomenological methods permitted me to use my reduction as a 

reminder about my influence and to also instruct the reader that I was aware of my own 

bias within this study. The research participants were my students, some of whom had 

been in my multi age classroom for up to three years. I interviewed my own students, and I 

used my own journal entries as a piece of the data collection. Even the colleague and 

parent stories were either taken from my journals or were personally requested by me. 

Each of my participants came to this study with their own biases and beliefs. Their 

responses could have been influenced by their time in my classroom and their desire to 

satisfy me with their replies to the interview and survey questions. The above factors have 

all influenced the outcome of this research.  



116 

 

 

I have discovered that for me, one of the most powerful roles as a teacher is to be a 

silent observer and to use my journal for reflective purposes.  

Phenomenology, like poetry, intends to be silent as it speaks. It wants to 

be implicit as it explicates. So, to read or write phenomenologically 

requires that we be sensitively attentive to the silence around the words by 

means of which we attempt to disclose the deep meaning of our world. 

(Van Manen, 1990, p. 131)   

Ezzy‘s (2002) more recent explanation of phenomenology explains that the researcher can 

be more visible within the writing, therefore giving the reader an insight into the 

researcher‘s beliefs and connections to the phenomenon. As a phenomenologist researcher, 

my role in this study as teacher, data collector, researcher, and writer has been visible 

throughout the research process.  My beliefs about inclusion, the importance of building an 

inclusive classroom community, and my connections to my participants have influenced 

me all the way through this research.    

However as a researcher, I also discovered the power of silence. I used silence as a 

tool in the interviews to encourage my students to give more comprehensive responses. In 

my writing I attempted to silence my interpretations of my students‘ voices to allow the 

reader to use their own interpretations. In my writing I endeavored to share the deep 

meaning of building, teaching, and learning in an inclusive classroom community.  

Suggestions for Further Studies    

  My research was based on the voices of my present and former students in grades 

first through fifth grades. I wonder if this research had been expanded to include former 

students through high school if my study would have had different results. How would 
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older students have responded to my interview questions? Would the quality of the 

answers have changed because of their ages and years of experience in school?  

  Another possibility for a similar study with older students would be inviting the 

participants to be guest researchers or co-researchers (Van Manen, 1990). After the 

research is collected and analyzed, the participants would be asked to read the data 

collected and share their thoughts and reactions. ―An excellent experiential validity check 

is to return to the research participant with the written summary and themes and engage in 

a dialogue with this person concerning what the researcher has found so far‖ (Hyncer, 

1985, p. 291). These dialogues have the potential to be rich with descriptions and 

reflexivity. Ajjawi & Higgs (2007) suggest revisiting and re-interviewing the participants 

over three to four months to develop a deeper rapport and to increase the thoroughness and 

richness of the participants‘ dialogues.  

 The use of art as a medium to capture typical students‘ beliefs about inclusion is also 

another possibility to add richness to a research study. Asking students to draw a picture of 

inclusion and/or community and then talk about it during an interview may have opened 

up a different type of description or explanation of their beliefs.  Using their illustrations of 

inclusion would add a different dimension to data collections. 

 An additional possibility for a research study is one that gives each student a 

disposable camera to capture inclusive images. Walker (1993) has described this as the 

silent voice of research. The interviews could have been added to by listening to the 

students as they described the way they chose which images to photograph to illustrate the 

word inclusion.   
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 This research was based on the voices of 20 typical students in first through fifth 

grade, but more research is needed to understand the impact of inclusion on typical 

students through their own eyes. The possibility of an art based research study seems 

especially interesting to me. Such a study might focus on how students would illustrate the 

word inclusion. This would allow the researcher to listen to the students as they described 

the images they chose to draw or the photograph they chose to take. I am fascinated with 

the thought of what typical student‘s pictures or photographs would reveal.  

Summary 

 I began this research journey knowing the inclusion of non typical learners would 

be part of my research, as I truly believe in the power of inclusion and the accepting and 

respect for differences. After much thought and discussion with my cohort and 

colleagues, I decided to look at inclusion through the eyes of my typical students and then 

realized that I was looking through both their eyes and my own eyes. 

I did not realize my perspective of inclusion would be challenged along the way. My 

perspective of inclusion has been that I teach all my students, and I do not designate who 

is typical or non typical.  During this research study I resisted using these definitions and 

delineations of the terms typical and non typical students. But when writing about my 

students I found I needed to define them by a title and struggled with finding the right 

expression. The terms able and disabled, non special education or special education, and 

non handicapped or handicapped were not expressions that I was comfortable using. I 

finally decided to use the terms: typical and non typical in order to differentiate my 

participants for my readers. I have always endeavored not to identify a child by their 

differences or disabilities. When my colleagues refer to a student as "the autistic child‖, I 
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try to gently remind them that the student is a child who happens to be autistic. I believe 

that our words can change our thinking, and we should view our students as children first 

and then explain their disability if it is needed.  

I believe that no student is typical, and all students are non typical. Every student 

brings their own differences to the classroom; some of these students just may need more 

support to be successful academically and socially. My perspective of inclusion has always 

been to build a classroom community that accepts all students.  As I read the words of the 

education experts and talked to other educators, I realized that inclusion is still a word that 

is contentious and is not yet accurately defined. Inclusion looks different in classrooms, 

school, districts, states, and countries. Dr. Joe Petner (2009) described inclusion as the 

―last frontier of desegregation‖ (Habib, 2009). Families are still fighting for inclusion for 

their non typical children. Schools are still separating students, and many teachers still see 

inclusion as having to allow non typical students join their classrooms for short periods of 

time. Through this research study, I have learned that I need to empower educators and 

potential educators to understand the importance of building inclusive classroom 

communities where children learn together and accept differences. Schools should be filled 

with classroom communities that are teaching the importance of accepting and respecting 

differences to ensure that all students are fully integrated and included.  

As I looked back over my research and my journal entries of the last year, I 

realized I am still a learner. I have more to learn about education, inclusion, communities, 

and differences. I want to continue to journal to reflect on what works in my inclusive 

classroom community. Through the words of my students, I have learned more about the 

power of a classroom community, but how do I help others recognize that importance? By 
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looking through the eyes of my students, I learned about myself as an educator. My 

students taught me that my inclusive classroom community did have an impact on their 

lives. I learned that the time spent building a classroom community is necessary and 

essential for all students.  

The three themes that emerged from this data are simply stated, but they are rich in 

meaning: inclusion means learning together; it is okay to be different; and a classroom 

community means everyone learning together. These straightforward statements have 

given me the impetus to continue what I do in my classroom and to encourage other 

teachers to build their own classroom communities.  By looking through the eyes of others, 

I learned to see myself and the world of my classroom community as having an influence 

on not just my students‘ lives, but on the lives of other educators and their students, as they 

too see the benefits of creating inclusive classroom communities. 
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Appendix A: 

The Language of Responsive Classroom 

These are examples of the beginning of questions or statements used by Responsive 

Classroom educators (Northeast Foundation for Children, 2005). 

 

I notice that… 

 

 

I heard you…. 

 

 

I can see that…. 

 

 

I appreciate…. 

 

 

Remind us…. 

 

 

Tell me…. 

 

 

Show me… 

 

 

You need to…. 

 

 

How can you… 

 

Tell me what 

you will need … 

 

 

Your choice is 

to…. 

 

 

What does_____ 

look like? 

 

 

 

How does this 

help our 

learning? 

 

 

Are you taking 

caring 

of______? 

 

 

What made that 

work? 
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Appendix B 

An Example of a Guided Discovery 

A Sample Guided Discovery Lesson-Scissors 

1) Preparation/Present 

 

Children in circle 

Different styles of  scissors (typical, hand 

over hand, gliding on rollers) 

2) Introduction and Naming 

*questions-know 

*questions-notice 

* ―What do you know about scissors?‖ 

*‖How have you used scissors before?‖ 

* ―How many different details do you 

notice?‖ 

* ―How are some of these scissors different?‖ 

3) Generation and Model of Ideas 

*use material for learning-scribe ideas 

* care for materials  

*‖How might we use scissors in our 

classroom?‖ 

*‖How might scissors help us in our 

learning?‖ 

*‖Can someone show us how they would do 

that?‖ 

* ―Everyone watch carefully and see what 

you notice about what he/she did.‖ 

* ―What did you notice?‖ 

*‖What can we do to take care of our scissors 

when we use them?‖ 

*‖Will someone show us a safe and careful 

way to take scissors and use them?‖ 

*‖What did you notice?‖ 

4) Exploration and Experimentation *‖Now we will all practice using the scissors. 

I would like each of you to practice cutting 

out a circle.‖ Pass out scissors-reinforce, 

remind, redirect 

5) Sharing of Exploratory *‖Who would like to tell one thing about how 

you used your scissors?‖ 

*‖If you would like to share what you cut out 

with your scissors, hold up your work so 

everyone can see.‖ 

6) Clean up and Care *‖Who will show a safe and careful way to 

put away our scissors?‖ 

*‖Everyone watch carefully and see what you 

notice.―What did you notice?‖ 

* ―I will watch and notice as you all put away 

your scissors safely and carefully?‖ 

Reinforce, remind, redirect 
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Appendix C 

Family Release Letter 

5-2-11 

Dear Parent or Guardian, 

I am in the final stage of completing my doctoral degree, an EdD, in Learning, 

Leadership, and Community at Plymouth State University.  My culminating assignment 

for program completion, the dissertation, requires me to design and implement an original 

research study. I have chosen to examine what affect an inclusive primary grade classroom 

has on a typical student. Therefore my research question is: what impact does participation 

in an inclusive primary grade classroom setting have on typical students? For the purpose 

of my dissertation, the term ―typical‖ is being used to describe students who do not receive 

any special education services and who are able to work at grade level independently 

without modifications. 

I want to spend some time with your child to find out their thoughts about being in 

my inclusive classroom and any other inclusive classrooms since then. When your child 

was in my classroom, their classroom was an inclusive classroom because all children, 

regardless of ability or disability, were fully included in every part of our day.  For 

example, I might ask your child how they would describe inclusion or an inclusive 

classroom. 

 Your child is being asked to participate in an audio-recorded interview with me and 

to complete an online survey on a school computer regarding inclusion. When your child 

participates in the online survey, there will be a familiar adult, Mrs. Toni Crosby, nearby 
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to answer any questions or to help read the questions and answers. Mrs. Crosby will not 

share any information about your child or the survey to me or to anyone else.  

Participation is completely voluntary and confidential. I will not be using any 

names of any child in my research and will be designating a number to each participant to 

ensure privacy.  No names or identifying information will be recorded or attached to the 

forms or data.  The results will be analyzed and published under strict confidentiality 

controls. I seek to maintain the confidentiality of all data and records associated with your 

child‘s participation in this research.  You should understand, however, there are rare 

instances when a researcher is required to share personally-identifiable information (e.g., 

according to policy or law). The researcher is also required by law to report certain 

information to government and/or law enforcement officials (e.g., child abuse or 

threatened violence against self or others).     

The gathering of information for my research offers no risks of any kind to your child. If 

you choose not to allow your child to participate in this study, information will not be 

gathered from your child. You have the right to refuse to participate without any penalty or 

loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.  You have the right to discontinue 

participation at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise 

entitled. If you agree to have your child participate in the study, please sign the attached 

statement and return it to me. I also request that your child reads or is read the consent 

form and that they sign too. I will be happy to provide you with a copy of the signed 

statement if you wish. 

The interviews will take place at Beaver Meadow during the school day and will 

last 15- 30 minutes. The interviews will take place during May of this year. I have 
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permission from the district to complete this project, and I will monitor how comfortable 

your child is during the interview. If your child seems tired or uncomfortable, I will stop 

the interview.   

 The benefit of this research will be to see what typical students feel about 

inclusion, to see if there are benefits of inclusion, and to discover if there is an impact on 

typical students from the participation in my inclusive primary grade classroom setting. 

 

The interview and survey was developed by me. If you have any questions about this 

interview or survey, please contact me at 225-0853 or bobr@csd.k12.nh.us 

Thank you, 

 

 

Barbara K. O‘Brien 

Beaver Meadow School 

40 Sewalls Falls Rd. 

Concord, NH 03301 

603.225.0853 

bobri@csd.k12.nh.us 

 

If you have any further questions or concerns, feel free to contact my committee chair: 

Dr. Christie Sweeney  

clsweeney@mail.plymouth.edu 

603.535.3096 

 

mailto:bobr@csd.k12.nh.us
mailto:bobri@csd.k12.nh.us
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Please return this part of the permission slip to Barbara O’Brien at Beaver Meadow 

School.  

Consent to Participate in a Research Study-Through Their Eyes 

 

I, ______________________________, the parent/legal guardian of the minor named 

below, acknowledge that the researcher has explained to me the purpose of this research, 

identified any risks involved, and offered to answer any questions I may have about the 

nature of my child‘s participation. I freely and voluntarily consent to my child‘s 

participation in this project.  I understand all information gathered during this project will 

be completely confidential.  I also understand that I may keep a copy of this consent form 

for my own information. 

 

I, ______________________, the participant named below, acknowledge that the 

researcher has explained to me the purpose of this research, identified any risks involved, 

and offered to answer any questions I may have about the nature of my participation. I 

freely and voluntarily consent to my participation in this project. I understand all 

information gathered during this project will be completely confidential. I also understand 

that I may keep a copy of this consent form for my own information.  

 

NAME OF MINOR: _____________________________ 

 

 

Signature of Parent/Legal Guardian      Date 

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

Signature of participant                                                                                  Date 
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Appendix D 

Guiding Questions for the Interviews 

 

1) What does inclusion mean? 

2) What does classroom community mean? 

3) What does inclusion look and sound like? 

4) What does a classroom community look and sound like? 

5) What does the teacher do to build a community? 

6) What do the children do to build a community? 

7) Is there a community in your classroom this year? 

8) What parts of inclusion do (or did) you like? 

9) What parts of inclusion do (or did) you not like? 

10) Did being in an inclusive classroom have an impact on you? Please explain. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



147 

 

 

Appendix E 

Survey Questions 

1. What grade are you in this year? 

 1st grade 

2nd grade 

3rd grade 

4th grade 

5th grade 

2. In school, inclusion means... 

 All students learn the same thing. 

All students learn in the same room. 

All students learn to accept each other. 

3. In school, a community means... 

 learning to work together 

being in the same classroom 

4. What does inclusion look like in your classroom this year? 

  Every student is included. 

Most of the students are included. 

Many students are not included. 

5. Is there a community in your classroom this year? 
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Yes, there is a community 

No, there is not a community 
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Appendix F 

Journal 

5/25/2005 

 Zachary, a kindergartner, was sad because the end of the year was closing in, and we were 

beginning to talk about the second graders leaving and going to third grade. I begin this 

conversation in late May because the second graders are our leaders in a multiage 

classroom of K-3 and we will miss them. Tony, a second grader noticed Zachary‘s lips 

were beginning to quiver and he ran over to Zachary‘s wheelchair to give him a hug. 

Unfortunately this caused Zachary to cry harder. Tony suddenly ran to the bulletin board 

and grabbed our newest quotation from the wall: ―Don‘t cry because it‘s over, smile 

because it happened‖ (attributed to Dr. Seuss, but no direct source.) He read it aloud to 

Zachary and said, ―Zachary, you need to smile because look at all the friends you have 

who will still be your friends but in a different class, you are going to know everybody.‖ 

9/7/08 

One of my second grade students who had struggled with emotional outbursts and violent 

behavior in his other first grade room, came to me the second week of school. ―Mrs. 

O‘Brien, I want to let you know that we were just playing rough and one of the math toys 

broke. I don‘t want to make the same mistakes as last year so I am letting you know that I 

did it.‖ Noah, who had been with me for 3 years, turned to him and said, ―It‘s a new year 

Steve, a new year.‖ The two of them walked away together and Noah said, ―Let me show 

you how we clean up carefully so nothing gets broken.‖ 
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1/17/08 

At a late afternoon staff meeting, we had broken into study groups and were discussing 

inclusion. A specialists asked the group, ―Is inclusion still inclusion even when it is 

contrived?‖ 

The group got into a lively discussion about what inclusion means: non typical students 

just in the classroom but not really part of the classroom routines or lessons or non typical 

children who are a full member of classroom although their academics may look different. 

That started another conversation about classrooms that have a helper job assigned to a 

student every week. The helper is a typical child who helps a non typical child: pushing a 

wheelchair or reminding them to follow the classroom procedures. 

The next day, I was introducing a guest teacher to the classroom who was subbing 

for a paraprofessional in my classroom. As she went to join our morning circle, she 

noticed a first grader coming to the circle with Bobby who uses a wheelchair. She smiled 

at Cindy and said, ―Oh you must be his helper today,‖ Cindy looked confused and said, 

―No, I am his friend, I think you are supposed to help him.‖  

In the fall of 2010, I wrote in my journal about one of my new first graders had 

referred to a non typical student as crazy and had asked the paraprofessional, ―Why do you 

work with that crazy girl?‖  These questions began a classroom conversation about 

inclusion. A second grader said, ―We are an inclusive classroom because we accept 

everyone even if they are young or old.‖ A first grader said, ―We want everyone to learn 

and we are all different at learning.‖  
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3/11 

An administrator described my classroom as the place where he liked to end his 

week. He often came in on Friday afternoons and would spend 10 to 15 minutes chatting 

with students or watching the lesson that I was teaching. One of the students asked him 

why he came in so often, and he answered, ―I like the way your classroom feels, there is 

such a community in here.‖ The student looked at me and said, ―Ms. O‘Brien, you need to 

write that in your journal and I think it is a compliment for us.‖  
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Appendix G 

Colleagues and Parent Stories 

―I watched one of your kids, Ryan, when he was pushing his friend, Bobby, in his 

wheelchair. They were out and about with no adult with them.  One of the parents (visiting 

the school) looked at Ryan and asked him a question that was meant for Bobby.   Ryan 

replied, ―Ask Bobby, he can answer.‖ The parent looked at Bobby, apologized to him and 

asked him how his racecar had done in the pinewood derby that weekend. Bobby grinned 

and gave thumbs up and yelled, ―First!‖ 

 (Colleague A) 

I think it was incredible that J wanted to shadow me in my job as a specialist and not only 

with the kids from your room but others as well.  She was amazingly insightful at what she 

observed and asked very astute questions.  She also was able to make connections with 

what I did with some kids that she didn't know and how it was similar to some of her 

friends.  In addition to that, she was only in second grade and she was completely 

comfortable in all sessions and when I drew her in to participate, she clearly got my 

modeling and adjusted for the kids. 

(Colleague A) 

A story comes to mind with a child. This took place in grade 3. .  All the stories 

demonstrated his kindness, compassion and inclusion of J into the classroom.     

One was out on the playground with J  He always made it a point to spend at least a 

portion of many recesses with him, sliding down the slide, or just running with him.  He 

would say, J likes to run and I like to run too.  We can run together.  He would also help 

him in the classroom, asking to learn how to sign to him.  He would even carry out some 
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of the discrete trials in the class.  He would even keep an eye on him and was wonderful 

the day J bolted from the room.  F was first to notice and immediately went after him.  I 

know in some ways it was in a helping role, but in other ways, it was inclusive.  He wanted 

him part of the class.  Finally, (and I wish I saved it) he wrote J's letter of intro for the ALT 

in grade 3.  It was wonderful.  It spoke of how they were alike, what he enjoyed about him. 

(Colleague B) 

There are a few S stories from this year.  Most involved the kindness, caring and support   

F gave to S after I talked to the class about autism. He really stepped up to support him 

during competitive recess games when he would fall apart because he made a mistake. It 

was amazing how he would circumvent issues, massage the situation and help him move 

on.  He would also sit with him in the cafeteria if he was alone. (Colleague B) 

L also was wonderful with J.  He helped him do his science fair project and worked "with 

him" to do it because they wanted to.  He worked on his own in my room when all the fifth 

graders were working on theirs. He learned simple signs, asked questions and would tell 

other kids that J was deaf.  He would also say what J liked and make connections to 

themselves.  (Colleague B) 

I am actually having a hard time singling out one story. I have seen the effects of kids 

being in your classroom or other inclusive classrooms all throughout the six years I spent 

working with all kinds of kids. I think that L would probably be the strongest example I 

could think of. It is more of a way of being that I see in him since he has been in inclusive 

classrooms. If you remember correctly he was not real comfortable at first in your class. 

He went through a stage where he felt he could only be close to B if he was being a helper 

and not just a friend. He then developed a sense for involving other kids in play with B at 
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recess. I remember watching one day in, I think in 3rd grade, when he found a way to 

adapt B's walker into some sort of space ship and had at least 4 kids including B playing 

the pretend game. This attitude was not only with B either, I know it transferred to J as 

well. It grew into a real friendship with the sense of what B was dealing with physically 

because he began to want to help him so that there didn't have to be an adult always ―being 

―with him. He was always checking in to see where B was if he was late or had an 

appointment with a specialist. B often requested his help and enjoyed his help and 

friendship.  

One other would be watching R was working as a partner with B during work time. The 

way she learned to adapt lessons but still challenged and expected was due to watching us 

model it. I will never forget hearing R say something that rephrased a question for B so 

that he was expected to put his thoughts in. It was exactly how I usually said it, which 

ultimately came from hearing you model it.  

Another precious story was with R. It was actually in the summertime when I saw him at a 

summer program. I was working with an older student who was new to the program and I 

was new to helping her. Her parents wanted her to be included in program with other 

students. R recognized that she had some special needs and we needed to adapt to the 

schedule. There were some physical obstacles we had to overcome and he made sure that 

he waited and stayed with us to help us learn the schedule. He guided us around and 

helped my student out. I was so proud of him and immediately thought of this whole 

experience as a direct affect of him being in your classroom. (Colleague C) 

When I think back upon the many students that I have taught in fourth grade that have 

been fortunate enough to have once also have had you as a teacher there is clearly 
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something about them that is different than most other students.  The word that comes to 

mind to describe this is just an overall UNDERSTANDING.  They have almost any 

instinctual ability to understand, and then respond to other student's needs without them 

even needing to be verbalized.  For example, when I had T, I can remember the many 

times that I would look at him and just know that he was anticipating B‘s needs before 

perhaps I even was.  Whether it were when we were on our way to a field trip he would be 

considering how B would access the building, or is B were preparing to share, T would 

consider how he could "assist" B so that his share was as successful as it could have 

possibly been. (Colleague D) 

One of the most athletically gifted students in the building often volunteered to give up his 

own time to compete during a PE class to make sure that his friends could fully participate. 

He even came to me with ideas of how to adapt a lesson or would make sure that other 

friends were involved to make the changes needed to make a lesson successful for all. 

(Colleague D)  

I know that many children would mention that they were in your class and they had one 

certain child with them.  They were very proud of their time with him.  I do know that 

when I would discuss helping each other and that sometimes we need to be patient, 

understanding and more accepting of people in our class they would bring up previous 

examples of when they were in your class.  For example, we would have discussions about 

one child this year when she would have an outburst or a difficult time.  The children who 

had had you, just seemed to know that some people are different and need to be 

understood differently.  They seemed to have an intuitive understanding- they knew how 
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to react kindly, gently and with compassion.  It seemed to be a part of who they are 

because they had already lived it. (Colleague E) 

What I see most is connection we have with parents of kids that were in your classroom.  I 

think the work you did with the kids extended to the parents. (Parent F) 
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Appendix H 

Facilitator Release Form 

Consent to Facilitate Participants during a Research Study 

Through Their Eyes 

 

 

I, ______________________________, acknowledge that the researcher has explained to 

me the purpose of this research, identified any risks involved, and offered to answer any 

questions I have about my role in this study. I know that I will be facilitating up to 24 

students, ages 6-11, one at a time, while they participate in an online survey.  I freely and 

voluntarily consent to my participation in this project.  I understand all information 

gathered during this project will be completely confidential.  I also understand that I may 

keep a copy of this consent form for my own information. 

 

 

 

NAME: _____________________________ 

 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Signature      Date 
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Appendix I 

Word Cloud Examples 

Student # 1  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Student # 2 
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Student # 4  

 

 

 

Student # 6 
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Student # 13 

 

 

Student # 17 
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Appendix J 

Selected Significant Statements from Interviews 

 Learning  together 

 Sometimes working together, sometimes not working together 

 Inclusion means everyone together 

 Everyone works together 

 Everyone‘s involved 

 Not every classroom is like another classroom 

 Everyone should be included so everyone can be friends 

 Inclusion means no fighting, everyone is friends 

 Kids are included because some of them don‘t speak well but they can still be in 

the classroom 

 When you are playing and somebody else asks to join, and you want to play 

alone, it‘s inclusion so you have to say that they can  play 

 I can tell kids are happy because they are smiling 

 It makes me feel good usually to be in an inclusive classroom because you are 

always pretty much included 

 I have a story about inclusion, at my house I got excluded (from game with his 

sister and her friend) and the rule at my house is that we have to include. My mom 

said they needed to include me and I think they felt good because they found a 

part for me (in the game.) 

 Inclusion means it is okay to be different 
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 Inclusion looks like somebody just needs a little help at something and somebody 

can just quickly come over and remind them or help them out which is a good 

thing 

 Inclusion looks like a lot of people who help each other in a community 

 There should be inclusion all the time because it wouldn‘t be a community 

without inclusion. 

 Inclusion changed me, like a long time ago I just liked working by myself and 

now I like working  with other people 

 Inclusion  means how people work together in a community 

 Inclusion means how we work together as a class 

 Inclusion sounds like people working together 

 You would hear people working together with strategies how to solve a problem 

 Kids make friends with other kids in a community 

 Kids are kind to each other 

 Kids work together  

 Inclusion made me nice because I learned to work with other kids even if they 

were younger or older or they had disabilities.  

 You have to work together and find a strategy that you  both like 

 Inclusion means that say in this classroom that everyone pretty much speaks 

English but there are a few kids who have different backgrounds and they speak 

other languages other than English 
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 Inclusion means that they …everyone‘s different but it‘s just everybody is 

different 

 A classroom community is like when everybody comes together and  helps each 

other-in my eyes that would be perfect 

 A classroom community would sound completely silent because everybody would 

be doing their work- and it looks like heaven. 

 In a community, children are all different and have their own ideas and they all 

have their own perspective 

 My classroom does not have  a community because pretty much everybody‘s 

talking and screaming and barely doing  their work 

 Inclusion is happy and  sad for my friend because he can‘t talk that well but 

because of the special technology that our world has enhanced, he can 

communicate using his Dynovox 

 Being in an inclusive classroom has made me have respect for everyone even if I 

don‘t know them 

 Our classroom has kids who lived different ways 

 A community is when everybody is working together and working in groups 

 A community sounds like everyone working together and it can be quiet or loud 

 A teacher builds a community by teaching them all at once 

 Kids build a community by being a role model for other kids 

 All the small groups in a classroom together make a bigger community 

 Once when she bit me, I knew she was still learning so I didn‘t want to get angry 
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 Inclusion means when some people have problems and don‘t really fit in with 

other people, but they feel welcome with inclusion and they feel respected 

 Community is kind of like a family, like instead of  leaving  someone out, you 

want to all join together with other people 

 Inclusion sounds like nice words and friendship with other people and helping 

others 

 A classroom community sound  everybody all, it‘s kind of like the same thing (as 

inclusion)  it‘s kind of like everybody all together having fun 

 Inclusion and a classroom community are similar because in a community, you 

are all like friends with each other and inclusion is like you have to try to make 

friends with people 

 Our classroom community in our room, I  remember that it was just a lot of fun, 

having a lot of fun times with all my friends and excited for school every day 

 A teacher‘s job to build a community is to make everyone get along 

 I have see a teacher make it worse for people when she was telling him he 

couldn‘t go somewhere when he had to and then yelling at him 

 I like inclusion, I remember when I first walked in here in kindergarten, I by 

accident knocked down this thing and people said it was all right and it was pretty 

easy to make friends because they were all trying to make a community just like 

other people are trying to now. 

 I don‘t like inclusion when people fight because it makes special needs people 

really sad when people fight 



165 

 

 

 Being in an inclusive classroom changed  me because it felt different because I 

never really experienced it before your class…..but like in third grade I had lots of 

people like that 

 In inclusion, sometimes they (certain kids) don‘t get along. Sometimes they don‘t 

really want to follow the rules and all you have to do is just be nice to them and 

then they‘ll do it 

 An inclusive classroom changed me because in second grade, when I was kind of 

helping E, you just have to be nice to him and he will calm down 

 Calming people down means I‘m kind of being nice to them. Like if they are 

really mad and you try to be nice to them, just tell them to stop real easy like not 

yell at them  than they will be a lot more nicer and patient 

 A community is like a group of families and stuff. In school it‘s just like a family. 

You‘re just trying to make a family. 

 Inclusion is when we are reading and like I am on a different page and people are 

on a different page 

 Being in an inclusive classroom made me treat everybody the same 

 In inclusion when you learn easy things, but it is not so easy for other kids 

 A classroom community is when they work together and like they do everything 

together not just like as one person 

 Inclusion sounds like kids saying kind things but not like hurtful things and 

listening to other people‘s thoughts 
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 A classroom community sounds like people getting along and it sounds like 

people not saying rude things to each other 

 A teacher‘s job to build a community is treat people the same and tell people not 

to be rude  

 A kid‘s job is to not be rude to other people, don‘t bully them, and include them  

into games 

 An inclusive classroom made me nicer 

 Inclusion means working as a group but everyone can all be spread apart in a way 

 A classroom community is when everyone is together and they‘re like one group 

and they spread apart of get away unless it‘s like the end of the year and they go 

to a different classroom 

 A classroom community –people would be working together like a group right 

there and a group right there and a group right there. They would all be working 

in a group and not spreading apart and doing anything else 

 Teachers teach different learners to learn something new and then they teach what 

the other kids are doing, kind like two kids who are from Africa. They are taught 

something  and then come to the group and do what the group is doing 

 My job in a community is to work together with kids and make sure that we are 

working together and we‘re all helping each other oug 

 I‘m kind of nervous when another kid is nervous and you can‘t really talk to them 
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 Being in an inclusive classroom got me smarter. It taught me new things like in 

math and all the new stuff that is coming in. Cause every year there‘s always 

going to be a new thing 

 In a inclusive classroom there are different teachers…like (naming para 

professionals) it‘s pretty cool because it‘s like new teachers coming to your room 

 Inclusion means we are in a group 

 A classroom community means like we‘re together 

 Quiet, people working quietly in a classroom community 

 In a community,  you would see groups of people in circles, holding hands and 

singing songs 

 I like being in a classroom with all kinds of kids because there is a lot of kids and 

they work together 

 Inclusion means to have someone with a disability, to include someone in what 

you are doing  even though they may not be able to do it 

 Like including S, who if he can‘t do it, he can have someone help him 

 The classroom community means helping the classroom  be better for people to 

teach and learn 

 A classroom community sounds like kids are having fun and learning and it looks 

like people are having a good time 

 I like inclusion because you can really help someone if you, yeah, if you put your 

mind to it 



168 

 

 

 Sometimes I don‘t like it when people just can‘t do it by themselves and they 

have to have help, it‘s hard for me to see that 

 Being in an inclusive classroom changed how I thought about people with 

disabilities. I felt before that they were just other people around, but now I think 

once you get to know people like that, you get to feel how they go with things…. 

 Inclusion means when everyone does something together 

 When people work together 

 Inclusion means to include somebody, to have somebody in a group and not to 

exclude them. 

 A classroom community is when you get to know someone since you are there 

with them every single day and friendships that form while you‘re with everybody 

 Inclusion sounds like people working together and there would be talking among 

everyone 

 A classroom community would be people helping each other and  you could hear 

people helping each other because they would be talking 

 A teacher‘s job in the community is to well I remember in like second grade, there 

were these girls who would always hang out with each other but then everyday 

there would be like these little fights and you would help us  to sort them our and 

you would kind of help us to become a community again and that would kind of, 

it would just help us become friends again 

 The kids‘ job in a community is to try and help each other 

 I like the different learning styles 



169 

 

 

 I likes how we all learned differently 

 Sometimes I didn‘t like inclusion because sometimes you  just want to do things 

alone and separately from  the group and  sometimes you want someone to join 

your group and it just doesn‘t work out 

 An inclusive classroom changed me because it helped me to understand how to 

include S and other kids. I liked that because I knew throughout the years I 

thought it was a big help. 

 Inclusion means to include everybody and people with different abilities 

 A classroom community is like you are all one, you do stuff together 

 A classroom community all gets ideas from each other, they are all sharing ideas 

 I hear people talking in a community 

 My job in a community is to help people with different abilities 

 I like seeing everyone included 

 Being in a classroom with inclusion make me feel like, how would you feel if you 

didn‘t get included and you had their problems 

 Now I help other people who need help 

 Inclusion means when someone who is not as great as everybody else in included 

whether they are smart and know things , or just don‘t have the ability to walk.  

 Kids are included by people letting them do something they may not be able to do 

unless you help them in a way 

 A classroom community is when teachers and children work together to make it a 

good place for everybody 



170 

 

 

 In inclusion, people who may be different in other ways, maybe people who can‘t 

walk, with other kids who are perfectly fine, and teacher who can do everything to 

help other kids who can‘t 

 In a community all the teachers are helping kids understand something whether 

they are confused about how to behave or how people are different 

 A teacher‘s job in the community is to make sure everybody‘s learning at the 

same pace, if someone is slower at something, they still going, whether it‘s taking 

longer to do something because someone doesn‘t understand something or 

making it so you had to stop and show somebody something 

 My job is to go along with the other kids and make sure you are not saying no to 

something and making sure you are open minded to different things 

 There is a community in my classroom because I can see kids like S who are 

included in every way 

 I like inclusion when you see someone laughing  their heads off together  

 I don‘t like it when you someone who is not able to do stuff 

 After being in an inclusive classroom I understand a lot more things. I understand 

when someone‘s not happy; I can see that in their faces. I can tell whether they 

are being included or not. I did not use to understand, now I can and I try to find 

out what is wrong and see if there‘s a way to make it better 

 Inclusion means that even though somebody is different in some way, it does not 

matter because it‘s all about how they are and what their personality is like and 

you need to include them in things and not exclude them just because they are 

different 



171 

 

 

 A community means we build a community together as a classroom and like to 

work together in a community 

 When you build a community you bring the kids together and like make a 

community of all the kids in the classroom 

 Inclusion looks like maybe when you‘re talking to a person or playing  with 

someone and including them and it sounds kind of like ―you want to play with 

me?‖ or ―do you want to play with me at recess?‖ 

 A classroom community looks like everybody is together and there are not just 

some people in different groups. It‘s all one community and they are all working 

together and it sounds like ―you can play with us, we‘re not just our own group, 

you can come over and play with us.‖ And if you are not like in groups depending 

on who you are…like whether you are a boy or girl 

 The teacher‘s job is to make sure the kids are including each other and everybody 

works together and can like work with other people. Everything is going ok and 

that they work together and don‘t work (refuse) with somebody just because they 

might be different in some way 

 A classroom community is built like maybe kids would work with kids who they 

don‘t usually talk to or play with and then they would see that they like them and 

they would all see that they like each other and they would want to play with each 

more often 

 A teacher builds a community by when they see some kids don‘t work very well 

with other kids and so for reasons or purpose they put those two kids together or 

three kids so that they would see that they really did like each other and that they 
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wanted to be, wanted to work together and they all wanted to be a classroom 

community 

 There were kids that were like different in ways and so the teachers put these kids 

with other kids and then they were able to sit at a table with them and they were 

just able to be included because they were sitting at a table with that person and  it 

made that person feel included 

 A kid‘s job…children see that somebody is different and they don‘t want that 

person to feel bad or feel like they‘re not in it just because they are different so 

the kids play with that person. They might say to their friends that are playing by 

themselves like if two people were playing with each other, they might say, ―let‘s 

go over and play with them, we don‘t want them to feel bad.‘ 

 There is a community in my classroom because I can see kids, well there is a 

person in my classroom who is different, and  kids go out of their way to be nice 

to that person and make sure that they don‘t feel bad and that they are included in 

all the games and everything even there‘s certain things they don‘t; get to do 

because they are different and everyone wants them to feel like they are part of it. 

 There was a community in  our multi age because everybody was, even though 

there were k‘s first and second graders, the k‘s and second graders socialized. It 

was especially a good community because there were 3 different grade levels bu 

the k, first and second graders were able to work together so it wasn‘t like all the 

2
nd

 graders were together. They were all alike, it wasn‘t divided by grades, it was 

just like everyone together in a community 
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 In our classroom I wanted to make those people (different learners) feel like they 

were normal and treat  them  like people and so I talked to them and played with 

them and when I saw they might be down, I tried to help them 

 I like that people are accepted as who they are and everybody is with each other 

and nobody is left out even if there‘s certain things they do or don‘t get to do 

because they might be different. Everybody even if they can‘t do what they rest of 

the class is doing, they still feel like they‘re part of the class. 

 I don‘t like it when people who are different get to do other things than the rest of 

the class, like maybe they get to play on the computer. This person in my class 

this year who is different gets to play on the computer sometimes 

 Inclusion had an impact on me because if made me feel like don‘t look at other 

people as different just look at them as just like you. I use to look at them as 

different and now I just think they‘re just like me. They have a family and they 

need to do all the things I need to do to survive and they‘re just like normal 

people 

 I think inclusion is very important because people if they are not included in 

things as they grow up will be hard because they weren‘t  included in childhood 

they might feel like they‘re not included at parties they go to as adults or they 

might feel left out. And I think the community is very important because if you 

don‘t have a strong community, then well maybe things, mean things, might 

happen to people because they haven‘t really gotten to know they are a great 

person and so people might be mean to each other if they are not in a good 

community. Like if you live in a community with other people you need to get to 
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know them so you can work with them like your neighbors and next door 

neighbors you should get to know them so you won‘t be like getting into 

arguments with them. 
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Appendix K 

Selected Significant Statements from Surveys 

 All students learn to accept each other 

 Every student is included 

 There is a community in my classroom 

 Every student is included 

 In school a community means learning to work together 

\ 
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Appendix L 

Selected Significant Statements from Journals 

  Of course you can stay; everyone is included in our classroom. 

 My plan was to talk to the class so they could be prepared to make him feel 

comfortable 

 The greeting changes subtly 

 they have adapted their responses 

 a community of learners who are empathetic to different styles of communication 

and learning.  

 look at all the friends you have who will still be your friends but in a different 

class, you are going to know everybody 

 I don‘t want to make the same mistakes as last year so I am letting you know that 

I did it. 

  Let me show you how we clean up carefully so nothing gets broken. 

  Is inclusion still inclusion even when it is contrived? 

  No, I am his friend; I think you are supposed to help him. 

 These questions began a classroom conversation about inclusion.  

 We are an inclusive classroom because we accept everyone even if they are young 

or old.  

 We want everyone to learn and we are all different at learning. 
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Appendix M 

Selected Significant Statements from Colleague and Parent Stories 

 was able to make connections 

 modeling and adjusted for the kids 

 kindness, compassion and inclusion of 

 the kindness, caring and support 

 amazing how he would circumvent issues, massage the situation and help him 

move on 

 learned simple signs, asked questions 

 make connections to themselves 

 developed a sense for involving other kids in play 

 to want to help him so that there didn't have to be an adult always ―being ―with 

him 

 they were out and about with no adult 

 she learned to adapt lessons but still challenged and expected  

 that rephrased a question for S so that he was expected to put his thoughts in 

 S recognized that she had some special needs and we needed to adapt to the 

schedule. 

 thought of this whole experience as a direct affect of him being in your classroom.  

 which ultimately came from hearing you model it 

 fortunate enough to have once also have had you as a teacher there is clearly 

something about them that is different than most other students 
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 The word that comes to mind to describe this is just an overall 

UNDERSTANDING.   

 They have almost any instinctual ability to understand, and then respond to other 

student's needs without them even needing to be verbalized 

 just know that he was anticipating S‘s needs before perhaps I even was 

 he would be considering how S would access the building, or is S were preparing 

to share, J would consider how he could "assist" S so that his share was as 

successful as it could have possibly been 

 they have become better people by serving each other in such a respectful 

empathetic manner 

 I have learned so much from having them as my students 

 Many of them are able to adapt the lesson to make it fit for one of their friends 

who is struggling with a concept of movement 

 make sure that his friends could fully participate 

 make sure that other friends were involved to make the changes needed to make a 

lesson successful for all 

 work you did with the kids extended to the parents 

 need to be patient, understanding and more accepting of people in our class they 

would bring up previous examples of when they were in your class.   

 The children who had had you, just seemed to know that some people are 

different and need to be understood differently.   
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 They seemed to have an intuitive understanding- they knew how to react kindly, 

gently and with compassion.  

  It (inclusion) seemed to be a part of who they are because they had already lived 

it 
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Appendix N 

Graph of Survey Question 4 

 

Graph of Survey Question 5 
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Appendix 0 

Journal Word Cloud 

 

 

 

 

 



182 

 

 

Appendix P 

Colleague and Parent Word Cloud 
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Appendix Q 

Themes with Selected Significant Statements 

Theme: Inclusion means learning together. 

1) Everyone works together.  

2) Inclusion means everyone together. 

3) You have to work together and find a strategy you both like. 

4) Inclusion means learning together 

5) Everyone‘s involved. 

6) Inclusion looks like a lot of people who help each other in a community. 

7) Inclusion means how people work together in a community. 

8) Kids work together.  

9) Inclusion sounds like nice words, friendship, and helping others. 

10) Inclusion is when we are reading and we can be on different pages. 

11) In inclusion is when you learn easy things, but it is not so easy for other kids. 

12) Inclusion means working in a group. 

13) Teachers teach different learners something new and then they teach with them 

with the other kids. 

14) Being in an inclusive class made me smarter. 

15) Inclusion means we learn in a group. 

16) People working quietly together. 

17) All kinds of kids who work together. 

18) Helping the classroom be better for everyone to teach and learn. 

19) Inclusion means when everyone does something together. 
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20) When people work together. 

21) Inclusion means to include in a group, not exclude. 

22)  Inclusion sounds like people working together. 

23) Include everybody with different abilities. 

24) I like seeing everybody included. 

25) I help other people who need help.  

26) Kids are included by people letting them do something they may not be able to do 

unless you help them. 

27) When teachers and children work together to make it a good place for everyone. 

28) All the teachers help kids understand something when they are confused. 

29) My job is to get along with other kids. 

30) Being open minded to different things. 

31) Inclusion is when you invite people to play with you. 

32) Inclusion looks like when you are talking to a person and including them. 

33) They are all working together. 

34) The teacher makes sure everyone learns together. 

35) A teacher puts kids together so they learn to work together. 

36) I like that people are accepted for who they are. 

37) Everyone even if they can‘t do what the rest of the class is doing, they still feel like 

part of the class. 

38) It makes me feel good to be in an inclusive classroom because you are always 

pretty much included.  
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39) When you are playing and somebody else asks to join, and you want to play alone, 

its inclusion so you have to say that they can play. 

40) Kids are kind to each other. 

41) Inclusion made me nice because I learned to work with other kids even if they were 

younger or older or they had disabilities. 

42) Inclusion looks like somebody just needs a little help at something and somebody 

can just quickly come over and remind them or help them out which is a good 

thing. 

43) Everyone should be included so everyone can be friends. 

44) Everyone‘s involved. 

45) There were kids that were like different in ways and so the teachers put these kids 

with other kids and then they were able to sit at a table with them and they were 

just able to be included. 

46) The teacher‘s job is to make sure the kids are including each other and everybody 

works together and can like work with other people. 

47) Inclusion looks like maybe when you‘re talking to a person or playing  with 

someone and including them and it sounds kind of like ―you want to play with 

me?‖ or ―do you want to play with me at recess?‖ 

48) After being in an inclusive classroom I understand a lot more things. I understand 

when someone‘s not happy; I can see that in their faces. I can tell whether they are 

being included or not. I did not use to understand, now I can and I try to find out 

what is wrong and see if there‘s a way to make it better. 

49) I like inclusion when you see someone laughing their heads off together.  
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50) In inclusion, people who may be different in other ways, maybe people who can‘t 

walk, with other kids who are perfectly fine, and teacher who can do everything to 

help other kids who can‘t. 

51) Everybody else in included whether they are smart and know things, or just don‘t 

have the ability to walk. 

52) I like seeing everyone included.  

53) Inclusion means to include everybody and people with different abilities. 

54) Inclusion sounds like people working together and there would be talking among 

everyone. 

55) When people work together. 

56) Inclusion means when everyone does something together. 

57) I like inclusion because you can really help someone if you, yeah, if you put your 

mind to it. 

58) Inclusion means to have someone with a disability, to include someone in what you 

are doing even though they may not be able to do it the same way. 

59) An inclusive classroom made me nicer. 

60) A kid‘s job is to not be rude to other people, don‘t bully them, and include them 

into games. 

61) Inclusion sounds like kids saying kind things but not like hurtful things and 

listening to other people‘s thoughts. 

62) Being in an inclusive classroom made me treat everybody the same. 
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63) In inclusion, sometimes they (certain kids) don‘t get along. Sometimes they don‘t 

really want to follow the rules and all you have to do is just be nice to them and 

then they‘ll do it. 

64) Inclusion means when some people have problems and don‘t really fit in with other 

people, but they feel welcome with inclusion and they feel respected. 

65) Being in an inclusive classroom has made me have respect for everyone even if I 

don‘t know them. 

66) A classroom community is like when everybody comes together and helps each 

other-in my eyes that would be perfect. 

67) Inclusion changed me, like a long time ago I just liked working by myself and now 

I like working with other people. 

68) It makes me feel good usually to be in an inclusive classroom because you are 

always pretty much included. 

69) It is the teacher‘s job to have everyone learning on the same pace even if you have 

to slow down to make sure everyone is learning. 

70) I can see everyone is included in every way. 

71) Because of inclusion, I understand a lot more things about how people feel. 

72) Being inclusive mean making friends to work with. 

73) I like inclusion because I used to like to work by myself and now I like to working 

with other people. 

74) Inclusion is like being in a multi age classroom-we all work together. 

75) Inclusion means you‘re talking and including everyone.  

76) Everyone is involved. 
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77) Kids would be working and not going crazy so other people could work. 

78) Inclusion looks like everyone working together and it can be loud or quiet. 

79) I like that everyone can play together when there is inclusion. 

Theme: It’s okay to be different. 

1) Inclusion means it is okay to be different. 

2) Inclusion means everyone is different, but everybody is different. 

3) Everyone has different abilities. 

4) Inclusion means it is okay to be different. 

5) Kids are included because some of them don‘t speak well but they can still be in 

the classroom. 

6) This person in my class this year who is different gets to play on the computer 

sometimes. 

7) I like that people are accepted as who they are and everybody is with each other 

and nobody is left out even if there‘s certain things they do or don‘t get to do 

because they might be different. 

8) A kid‘s job…children see that somebody is different and they don‘t want that 

person to feel bad or feel like they‘re not in it just because they are different so the 

kids play with that person. 

9) Everything is going ok and that they work together and don‘t work (refuse) with 

somebody just because they might be different in some way. 

10) Inclusion means that even though somebody is different in some way, it does not 

matter. 



189 

 

 

11) You need to include them in things and not exclude them just because they are 

different 

12) Making sure you are open minded to different things. 

13) I like how we all learned differently. 

14) I like the different learning styles. 

15) Being in an inclusive classroom changed how I thought about people with 

disabilities. I felt before that they were just other people around, but now I think 

once you get to know people like that, you get to feel how they go with things…. 

16) Like including kids who if they can‘t do it, they can have someone help them. 

17) I like being in a classroom with all kinds of kids because there is a lot of kids and 

they work together. 

18) Like two kids who are from another country.  They are taught something and then 

come to the group and do what the group is doing. 

19) An inclusive classroom changed me because in second grade, when I was kind of 

helping a friend, you just have to be nice to him and he will calm down. 

20) Once when a kid bit me, I knew she was still learning so I didn‘t want to get angry. 

21) Our classroom has kids who lived different ways. 

22) Inclusion means that they …everyone‘s different but it‘s just everybody is 

different. 

23) Kids are included because some of them don‘t speak well but they can still be in 

the classroom. 

24) Inclusion made me feel about how I would feel if I had problems and did not get 

included. 
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25) Sometimes other teachers help kids who can‘t speak or be understood. 

26) People with disabilities are just people. 

27) Sometimes people do not want to follow the rules, you just have to be nice to them 

and then they will do it. 

28) I don‘t care who I work with as long as they try to do the work. 

29) In our classroom we all learn differently. 

30) We all have different learning styles. 

31) When we read, I can be on one page and someone else can be on a different page. 

32) I treat everyone the same. 

33) Some kids like to sing and the teacher sing to them. 

34) I like to sing with a friend because she really does not know how to talk. 

35) Everyone should be included, so everyone can be friends. 

36) Some kids are taught how to do something new and then they join the group to do 

it again. 

37) When kids come from other countries, they know about other things (like African 

cats.) 

38) When we did a project, everyone‘s was different. 

39) I like when I read with the special needs kids. 

40) You don‘t exclude kids because they are different. 

41) Kids who are different find out they like each other and wanted to work together. 

42) When you see someone is different and you don‘t want that person to feel bad. 

43) When someone is different, I see kids go out of their way to be nice to that person 

to make sure they are included. 
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44) Sometimes there are things kids can‘t do because they are different, but everyone 

wants them to feel a part of it. 

45) People are accepted for who they are. 

46) If a kid is different, there are certain things they may not be able to do, but they still 

are part of the class. 

47) Don‘t look at people as different, just look at them as just like you. 

48) We all have a family…we‘re just normal people. 

49) All kids are different. 

50) Kids have their own ideas. 

51) Kids have their own perspective. 

52) Learning to work with other people who might have a disability. 

53) I like when everyone treats everyone the same. 

54) There are kids who are different. 

55) People should be accepted for who they are. 

Theme: A classroom community means working together. 

1) A classroom community is when everybody comes together and helps each other-

in my eyes that would be perfect. 

2) A community means working together. 

3) There should be inclusion all the time because it would not be a community 

without inclusion. 

4) A classroom community is like when everybody comes together and helps each 

other-in my eyes that would be perfect. 
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5) A classroom community would sound completely silent because everybody would 

be doing their work- and it looks like heaven. 

6) In a community, children are all different and have their own ideas and they all 

have their own perspective. 

7) Inclusion means how people work together in a community 

8) There should be inclusion all the time because it wouldn‘t be a community without 

inclusion. 

9) Inclusion looks like a lot of people who help each other in a community 

10) it was just like everyone together in a community 

11) There is a community in my classroom because I can see kids, well there is a 

person in my classroom who is different, and kids go out of their way to be nice to 

that person and make sure that they don‘t feel bad. 

12) They wanted to be, wanted to work together and they all wanted to be a classroom 

community. 

13) A classroom community is built like maybe kids would work with kids who they 

don‘t usually talk to or play with and then they would see that they like them and 

they would all see that they like each other. 

14) A teacher builds a community by when they see some kids don‘t work very well 

with other kids and so for reasons or purpose they put those two kids together or 

three kids so that they would see that they really did like each other. 

15) A classroom community looks like everybody is together and there are not just 

some people in different groups. 
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16) It‘s all one community and they are all working together and it sounds like ―you 

can play with us, we‘re not just our own group, and you can come over and play 

with us.‖ 

17) When you build a community you bring the kids together and like make a 

community of all the kids in the classroom. 

18) A community means we build a community together as a classroom and like to 

work together in a community. 

19) There is a community in my classroom because I can see kids like S who are 

included in every way. 

20) A teacher‘s job in the community is to make sure everybody‘s learning at the same 

pace, if someone is slower at something, they still going, whether it‘s taking longer 

to do something because someone doesn‘t understand something or making it so 

you had to stop and show somebody something. 

21) In a community all the teachers are helping kids understand something whether 

they are confused about how to behave or how people are different. 

22) A classroom community is when teachers and children work together to make it a 

good place for everybody. 

23) A classroom community all gets ideas from each other, they are all sharing ideas. 

24) A classroom community is like you are all one, you do stuff together. 

25) The kids‘ job in a community is to try and help each other. 

26) You would kind of help us to become a community again and that would just help 

us become friends. 

27) A classroom community would be people helping each other. 
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28) In a community, you could hear people helping each other because they would be 

talking. 

29) A classroom community is when you get to know someone since you are there with 

them every single day. 

30) In a community friendships form while you‘re with everybody. 

31) A classroom community sounds like kids are having fun and learning and it looks 

like people are having a good time. 

32) The classroom community means helping the classroom is better for people to 

teach and learn. 

33) In a community, you would see groups of people in circles, holding hands and 

singing songs. 

34) Quiet, people working quietly in a classroom community. 

35) A classroom community means like we‘re together. 

36) Inclusion means we are in a group. 

37) My job in a community is to work together with kids and make sure that we are 

working together and we‘re all helping each other out. 

38) A classroom community –people would be working together like a group right 

there and a group right there and a group right there. They would all be working in 

a group and not spreading apart and doing anything else. 

39) A classroom community means everyone is working together. 

40) A classroom community is when everyone is together and they‘re like one group. 

41) Inclusion means working as a group but everyone can all be spread apart in a way. 

42) A teacher‘s job to build a community is treat people the same. 
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43) A classroom community sounds like people getting along and it sounds like people 

not saying rude things to each other. 

44) A classroom community is when they work together and like they do everything 

together not just like as one person. 

45) A community is like a group of families and stuff. In school it‘s just like a family. 

You‘re just trying to make a family. 

46) It was pretty easy to make friends because they were all trying to make a 

community. 

47) A teacher‘s job to build a community is to make everyone get along. 

48) Our classroom community in our room, I remember that it was just a lot of fun, 

having a lot of fun times with all my friends and excited for school every day. 

49) Inclusion and a classroom community are similar because in a community, you are 

all like friends with each other and inclusion is like you have to try to make friends 

with people. 

50) A classroom community sounds like everybody all together having fun.  

51) Community is kind of like a family, like instead of leaving someone out, you want 

to all join together with other people. 

52) All the small groups in a classroom together make a bigger community. 

53) Kids build a community by being a role model for other kids. 

54) A teacher builds a community by teaching them all at once. 

55) A community sounds like everyone working together and it can be quiet or loud. 

56) A community is when everybody is working together and working in groups. 
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57) In a community, children are all different and have their own ideas and they all 

have their own perspective. 

58) A classroom community would sound completely silent because everybody would 

be doing their work- and it looks like heaven. 

59) Kids make friends with other kids in a community. 

60) Inclusion looks like a lot of people who help each other in a community. 

61) In a community, the kids‘ job is to learn together. 

62) It‘s easy to make friends in a community. 

63) Classroom have to have communities or there would be pushing and shoving. 

64) In a community people help me and I help other people. 

65) It helps the community when people follow the rules. 

66) A community is when you all work at the same time. 

67) When we come together, it‘s our community. 

68) I like a community because there are lots of kids and they learn together. 

69) We build a community together in a classroom and work together in the 

community. 

70) Building a community means bringing the kids together and making a community 

out of all the kids in the classroom. 

71) In our multiage, it wasn‘t like we were divided by  grade, it was just everyone 

together in a community. 

72)  A teacher‘ job in building a community is to treat the kids the same. 

73) Inclusion means how people work together in a community. 

74) In a community kids make friends with other kids. 
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75)       In a community, children are all different and have their own ideas and they all 

have their own perspective.  

76)     There should be inclusion all the time because it would not be a community without 

            inclusion. 
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