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This paper reports on some aspects of a collaborative action research project involving teams from
25 schools in England working with researchers from three universities in an attempt to understand
how schools can develop more inclusive cultures, policies and practices. Unusually in this field, the
schools were not selected because of any exceptional and explicit commitment to ‘inclusion’. A
common process of development emerged across the schools, which started with the disturbance of
existing practices and was nurtured by a range of institutional and external factors that included
ideas about inclusion. The national ‘standards agenda’ was a major force shaping the directions
taken by schools. Whilst it constrained inclusive development it also provided that development
with a particular focus and led schools to consider issues that might otherwise have been overlooked.
The paper concludes that inclusive developments — albeit of a highly ambiguous nature — are
possible even in apparently unpromising circumstances and that there may be specific ways in which
these developments can be supported. Encouraging such developments may be a necessary comple-
ment to the continued radical critique of current educational polices.

Inclusion and the standards agenda: negotiating policy pressures in England

In recent years, inclusion has become a ‘global agenda’ (Pijl et al., 1997). International
organizations and national governments have committed themselves to the inclusive
development of education at least at the level of rhetoric (for a recent review, see
Mitchell, 2005). In England, this has taken the form of a subscription to the principles
of the Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994) and the promulgation of a range of
guidance documents to schools (including the Index for Inclusion by Booth & Ainscow,
2002; Booth et al., 2000), which imply not only that schools should educate increasing
numbers of students with disabilities, but that they should concern themselves with
increasing the participation and broad educational achievements of all groups of
learners who have historically been marginalized. At the same time, the Government
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in England, as in many other countries, has been pursuing a second — and arguably
more powerful — agenda. This has focused on what has come to be called ‘the
standards agenda’, an approach to educational reforms which seeks to ‘drive up’ stan-
dards of attainment, including workforce skill levels and ultimately national compet-
itiveness in a globalized economy (Wolf, 2002; Lipman, 2004). The vigour with which
this second agenda has been pursued has led some commentators to describe England
as a ‘laboratory’ for educational reform (Finkelstein & Grubb, 2000).

Whilst in principle higher standards of attainment are entirely compatible with
inclusive school and educational system development, the standards agenda has
concentrated on a narrow view of attainment as evidenced by national literacy,
numeracy and science tests. Further this agenda is intimately linked to other aspects
of policy: the marketization of education; a directive relationship between govern-
ment and schools that potentially bypasses the participation of teachers in their own
work and disengages schools from their local communities; and a regime of target
setting and inspection, creating an ‘accountability culture’ (O’Neill, 2002) to force up
standards. It is not surprising, therefore, that many studies of the English education
scene have detected significant tensions as schools attempt both to become more
inclusive and to respond to these features of the standards agenda (e.g. Booth et al.,
1997, 1998, Rouse & Florian, 1997, Bines, 1999, Thomas & Dwyfor Davies, 1999,
Thomas & Loxley, 2001, Audit Commission, 2002). Since schools are held to
account for the attainments of their students and are required to make themselves
attractive to families who are most able to exercise choice of school for their children,
low-attaining students, students who demand high levels of attention and resource
and students who are seen not to conform to school and classroom behavioural norms
become unattractive to many schools. This may go some way to explaining why
progress towards the inclusion of students in mainstream schools from special schools
continues to be painfully slow (Norwich, 2002), why schools remain ambivalent
about the desirability of the inclusion agenda (Ofsted, 2004), why levels of disciplin-
ary exclusion remain problematic (National Statistics, 2005) and why, as the
standards agenda has intensified, there is evidence of a growing ‘backlash’ against
inclusion amongst both politicians and educationalists (Cameron, 2005; Warnock,
2005).

Unpromising as this context may seem from the point of view of inclusion, it is
nonetheless, we suggest, able to add in important ways to our knowledge of inclusive
developments in schools. Although we now have a substantial and growing set of
accounts of schools which are seen to move in the direction of greater inclusion, the
literature on such schools is skewed in particular ways. A recent review of that litera-
ture (Dyson et al., 2002, 2004) concluded that the majority of accounts were uncrit-
ical and superficial and, moreover, tended to report atypical schools which were seen
to be ‘particularly inclusive’ often in terms of a narrow meaning of inclusion as
concerned with students categorized as ‘having special educational needs’. The exist-
ence of such schools was commonly attributed to the impact of forceful head teach-
ers who were able to engender a powerful commitment to inclusion and/or to the
unexplained existence of an inclusively oriented ‘culture’ within the school. Although
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more subtle and probing studies exist (e.g. Skidmore, 1999, 2004; Dyson &
Millward, 2000; Benjamin, 2002), it remains true that we know relatively little about
how unexceptional schools, struggling with the demands of seemingly unsympathetic
policy environments, can develop inclusive cultures policies and practices. Such
knowledge is important if we are to move to a position where inclusive approaches
are the rule rather than the exception in national education systems. The remainder
of this paper, therefore, reports a study aimed at contributing to our understanding
of these issues.

Developing inclusion with schools

The study, which took place from 1999 to 2003, was called ‘Understanding and
Developing Inclusive Practices in Schools’ and was one of four national research
networks funded as the first phase of the Economic and Social Research Council’s
Teaching and Learning Research Programme. The Network involved small teams of
researchers from Manchester, Newcastle and Canterbury Christ Church Universities
engaging with three local education authorities (LEAs) and groups of schools within
them. The schools were invited to participate by their LEAs. Although a small
number of the schools, particularly from a London Borough, saw themselves explic-
itly as moving towards inclusion, most did not express their orientation in these terms
when they joined the project. The schools were therefore, typical of many English
schools in simply wishing to ‘do their best’ by all of their students within the
constraints of their situations.

Participating schools were invited to explore ways of developing inclusion in their
own contexts in collaboration with university researchers. Rather than providing the
schools with a detailed, prescriptive model of inclusion or seeking to direct their devel-
opment, we suggested that inclusion might be defined in three overlapping ways: as
reducing barriers to learning and participation for all students; as increasing the capac-
ity of schools to respond to the diversity of students in their local communities in ways
that treat them all as of equal value; and the putting of inclusive values into action in
education and society. We saw inclusive values, as elaborated by Booth (2005), as
concerned with issues of equity, participation, rights, community, compassion,
respect for diversity and sustainability. These three perspectives all move away from
a narrow view of inclusion as concerned only with disabled students or those catego-
rized as ‘having special educational needs’. Inclusion becomes not an aspect of educa-
tion or a policy or set of policies for education but a principled way of viewing the
development of education and society. This was consistent with the approach in the
Index for Inclusion (Booth & Ainscow, 2002; Booth et al., 2000). Attention was also
drawn to the inclusion guidance produced by Ofsted, the national schools’ inspec-
torate, in response to the McPherson Inquiry into the police investigation into the
racist murder of a Black school student (McPherson of Cluny, 1999; Ofsted, 2000).

Within this broad definition, we invited schools to review and develop their own
practices. The university teams and LEA staff acted as partners to the schools as they
undertook research to identify the barriers to learning and participation experienced
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by their students and to find ways to reduce those barriers. We engaged with them in
a process of ‘critical collaborative action research’ (Macpherson et al., 1998). Our role
was to offer schools technical and practical support in undertaking their own investi-
gations, and to draw on our knowledge and experience of inclusion and school devel-
opment to enter into dialogue about their assumptions and decision-making.
Nevertheless, decisions about the direction to be taken by each school remained
firmly in its own hands.

The research process varied from site to site in response to local priorities and
possibilities. In most cases, the school established a small project team, including
the head teacher, and identified a focus for its work. This took the form of an
aspect of practice and provision that it wished to review and develop. Evidence was
gathered by the schools and by the university researchers, with meetings between
the two teams to exchange information and explore its implications. These
processes of dialogue were extended by meetings of schools within each LEA and
by four national conferences for school, LEA and university teams from across the
Network.

Some cameos of school concerns

Other publications present our findings more fully than is possible here (e.g. Ainscow,
2002; Ainscow et al., 2003, 2004, 2006). For the purposes of this paper, we wish to
concentrate on some of the ideas we called upon to make sense of the complex ways
in which schools responded to participation in the Network. However, some cameos
provide a flavour of this complexity:

Cameo 1: Enhancing participation in learning.   In an urban high school, university
researchers participated with a group of teachers interested in developing their
approaches to teaching and learning. The initial discussions of this group gave an
insight into the culture of teaching and learning in the school, and into some of
the barriers to learning experienced by students. The group agreed jointly to evalu-
ate video recordings of their lessons in order to challenge assumptions about
certain groups of students, and conducted interviews with students about their
experience in school. The videos encouraged reflection on thinking and practice,
and the sharing of ideas about how colleagues could help one another to make
their lessons more participative. For example, the recording of a modern language
lesson focused the group’s attention on issues of pace and support for participa-
tion, whilst discussion of the strengths of a science lesson indicated the value of
students generating their own questions to deepen their understanding of subject
content. In each case, it was evident that the discussions contained moments of
uncertainty for other teachers who were confronted with examples of practice that
challenged their own assumptions. This was potentially threatening, particularly
because the staff were also involved in carrying out the requirements set by a
recent inspection.
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Cameo 2: Shifting assumptions.   In a primary school, students identified as having
‘moderate learning difficulties’ were taught separately from their peers for substantial
parts of the school day in a ‘resource base’. Teachers expressed the view that this was
the only way to educate this group. In a series of meetings with teachers the university
team raised questions about the implications of such practice for the way students
were valued within the school. This provoked a debate about the inevitability of
current practice, which coincided with some work by an advisory teacher on develop-
ing group work and problem-solving approaches in classrooms. At the same time as
teachers began to integrate these approaches into their teaching, they also began to
accept students categorized as ‘having learning difficulties’ into their classrooms and
found, to their surprise, that the children could achieve far more than the teachers had
supposed. By the end of the project, these students were spending the majority of
their time in mainstream classes.

Cameo 3: Broadening horizons.   Visits between schools were part of the developmen-
tal process built into the work of the Network. Schools from two of the LEAs, where
the approach to inclusion was low-key and pragmatic, were much influenced by visits
hosted by a third LEA with an explicit commitment to developing inclusive cultures,
policies and practices. One of the most cautious of the visiting head teachers, initially
saw the host schools’ commitment to inclusion as containing more rhetoric than
substance and had been sceptical of the value of Network. Nonetheless, he found his
own fundamental assumptions called into question. He felt that the narrow focus of
the project in his own school might have been given a greater sense of direction by
being viewed within the framework of a broad set of principles. He commented, ‘I
wonder now whether we started at the ‘wrong end’? I feel we focused very much on
improving learning [practice]. Maybe we should have taken a broader view like [the
host authority]’.

Cameo 4: Failing to construct a dialogue.   In another of the secondary schools in the
Network, with a relatively advantaged intake, teachers expressed concern about a small
minority of students who did not attend regularly, or whose behaviour was seen as
disruptive. Its response was to establish a Learning Support Unit (LSU) which they
thought would tackle the problems presented by these students, so that teaching else-
where could continue undisturbed. When university researchers interviewed some of
these students, it became clear that they felt themselves to be alienated by the culture
of the school, as evidenced in teaching approaches, relations between staff and students
and what they saw as favouritism shown to students from more advantaged back-
grounds. When these findings were fed back to the school team, however, the head
teacher made it clear that he did not wish these issues to be pursued and that the only
form of evaluation he was interested in was a quantitative analysis of reductions in
absence and disciplinary exclusions from the school, both subject to government
concern. He did not wish to consider the possibility that there might be limitations in
dealing with disruption by seeing it as only contained within a few problematic students.
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Cameo 5: Trusting in experience.   One of the primary schools felt the need to respond
to the emphasis on literacy in national policy and, in particular, to the concern about
standards of writing. It took the consciously bold step (especially in the context of
external school inspections, a prescriptive National Literacy Strategy and the public
accountability of schools for ‘results’) of significantly reducing the amount of time
devoted to the explicit teaching of literacy skills and replacing it with group based
language-development activities arising out of shared experiences. As the head
explained: ‘We’re going down the route of looking at our teaching strategies, and how
children learn, and the skills they need to learn, as learners — not the curriculum bit,
but the actual learning techniques and strategies they have. Because that tends to be
very limited with our children. And we actually want to broaden their range of learn-
ing strategies, their thinking skills. We want to create more opportunities of first hand
experience, the discussion, practising these thinking skills’.

Making sense of developments in schools

These cameos illustrate the extent to which development in each school had its
unique features. However, they also point to some common patterns which under-
pinned these differences:

Standards and inclusion

In broad terms, what we saw in participating schools was neither the crushing of
inclusion by the standards agenda, nor the rejection of the standards agenda in favour
of a radical, inclusive alternative. Certainly, many teachers were concerned about the
impacts on their work of the standards agenda and some were committed to view of
inclusion which they saw as standing in contradiction to it. However, in most schools
the two agendas remained intertwined. On the one hand, therefore, we were often
aware of the ways in which the standards agenda narrowed and subverted the schools’
commitment to inclusion. Invited to develop inclusive practices, for instance, many
schools (like those in cameos 1, 2 and 5) focused immediately on questions of attain-
ment, seeing such a focus as the way to be concerned about the achievement of
students. Similarly, the school in cameo 4 saw its Learning Support Unit as the way
of maintaining problematic students in the school. Potentially more inclusive
approaches were, in these contexts, commonly passed over.

On the other hand, the focus on attainment in these schools evidently prompted
teachers to examine issues in relation to the achievements and participation of
hitherto marginalized groups that they had previously overlooked. Likewise, the
concern with inclusion tended to shape the way the school responded to the impera-
tive to raise standards. This was particularly evident when, towards the end of the
Network’s life, we asked teachers from schools in the three LEAs to consider what
outcomes their work had generated for students. Although they saw themselves as
producing the ‘observables’ of raised attainment, improved attendance and so on,
they did not find that this was possible simply through officially sanctioned practice,
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such as the national Numeracy and Literacy Strategies. Many of the children they
taught did not, they argued, learn effectively from such practices. Through the
Network and its associated research and development processes, they had attempted
to make sense of why this was and to explore different kinds of practice that might be
more successful. They felt, they told us, that they had had to develop the responsive-
ness of their schools to the characteristics of these students in ways which promoted
students’ engagement with learning and their sense of themselves as learners. While
these actions would eventually be reflected in the measures for which they were held
accountable by government, such holistic developments were, they suggested,
valuable ‘for [their] own sake’, not simply as a means to an end.

There was, therefore, a mutual colonization of the standards and inclusion agendas
in schools’ work. If the former in many ways constrained and subverted the latter,
there were also ways in which it was itself shaped by inclusive values and offered a
focus for the realization of those values in practice.

Communities of practice

In trying to make sense of the relationship between these external imperatives and the
processes of change in schools, we were struck by a strong sense in each of the schools
of ‘the way we do things here’. We observed the possibilities for change emerging
from the hours of formal as well as informal discussions and sharing of experiences
over hurriedly taken lunches. One teacher, for instance, described the way she hoped
to adopt and share a new set of practices: 

Hopefully I’ll be able to use … a lot of these ideas really, and see them working. And then
hopefully, other people on the staff as well will be able to see them working, and I’ll get to
say to them, ‘try doing this — it does work’. Not, ‘try doing this — I’ve read it in a book’
so to speak. Because we can all read things in a book and think, oh well, it will work there,
or work there, but it won’t work here. Well if we can get it to work here, that proves that
it does work, people are more willing to take on board ideas I think, when they’ve seen
evidence that it’s been working.

To understand this sense of ‘the way we do things here’, we found it helpful to draw
upon the idea of ‘communities of practice’, as developed by Wenger (1998). Wenger
gives a particular meaning to practice in this context, in terms of those things that
individuals within a community do to further a set of shared goals, drawing on avail-
able resources. This includes not only the engagement with their formal tasks but how
they make it through the day, commiserating about the pressures and constraints
within which they have to operate. Such communities develop group loyalties,
concerns about accountability to each other and value the views and resources
developed by the group more than those presented by ‘outsiders’. Staff teams in our
study can be seen as communities of practice, intimately bound up with their own
particular norms, values, beliefs and assumptions. As Wenger put it: 

Communities of practice are not intrinsically beneficial or harmful. … Yet they are a force
to be reckoned with, for better or for worse. As a locus of engagement in action, interper-
sonal relationships, shared knowledge, and negotiation of enterprises, such communities
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hold the key to real transformation — the kind that has real effect on people’s lives. … The
influence of other forces (e.g. the control of an institution or the authority of an individual)
are no less important, but … they are mediated by the communities in which their mean-
ings are negotiated in practice.

(Wenger, 1998, p. 85)

This ‘negotiation of meaning’ is, we suggest, precisely what we saw as schools in our
study made their own sense of the tensions and contradictions between the standards
and inclusion agendas. It explains, amongst other things, why they did not simply
submit to the imperatives of the former. It also explains how they could and did
change. Communities of practice are stable only to an extent. Because they are
engaged continually in the joint construction of meaning, established meanings — and
hence established understandings and practices — can be called into question. New
imperatives, new circumstances, new community members and new views from estab-
lished members constantly enter into this exchange. We see in cameo 3, for instance,
how something as apparently straightforward as a visit to an LEA where things are
done differently can provoke a significant rethinking of ‘the way we do things here’.
On the other hand, change does not follow immediately upon each and every external
intervention, whether from national policies or from the sorts of dialogues in which
we were engaged with the schools. Nor is there any guarantee that change will be in
an inclusive direction. The closing down of negotiation that took place in the school
in cameo 4 is an example of this. The question for us, therefore, is why change occurs
in some cases but not others and how and why that change can become inclusive.

Change and development

We found two sources of ideas helpful in attempting to understand this question.
These were Argyris & Schön’s (1978, 1996) distinction between single and double-
loop learning, and Skrtic’s (1991a, b, 1995) distinction between bureaucracies and
adhocracies, together with his notion of the recognition of ‘anomalies’ as the catalyst
for the transition from one to the other. Argyris and Schön describe the way that orga-
nizations ‘learn’, to different extents and levels. ‘Single-loop learning’ involves
improvements to existing practice without any fundamental reconsideration of the
assumptions on which that practice is based. ‘Double-loop learning’ involves
responding to questions about the underlying aims of practice and the implicit theo-
ries which underpin it. Skrtic, who is specifically concerned with how schools respond
to student diversity, also proposes a fundamental distinction in the way organizations
solve problems. He argues that bureaucratic organizations deal with problems by
creating different sub-units and specialisms to contain them whilst practice elsewhere
in the organization remains undisturbed. However, ‘adhocratic’ organizations see
such problems as an opportunity to rethink their existing practices in fundamental
ways. Skrtic argues that bureaucratic organizations can become adhocratic if enough
of their members recognize ‘anomalies’ in existing practice.

Both of these accounts, therefore, make a distinction between processes which allow
‘the way we do things here’ to be maintained and those which call for a reorientation
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which, in Wenger’s terms, require new meanings to be negotiated. Both accounts,
moreover, see the key factor which differentiates these processes as being the recog-
nition of some ‘anomaly’ which disturbs and cannot be accommodated within existing
frames of reference. We would argue that we witnessed the appearance of many such
disturbances — the visit to the ‘inclusive’ LEA in cameo 3, the close examination of
classroom practice in cameo 1, the intervention of the advisory teacher and the raising
of questions about the role of the ‘unit’ in cameo 2, for instance. In each of these cases,
there was sufficient disturbance of existing frames of reference for established practices
to be problematized and, ultimately, changed. Insofar as those established practices
were less inclusive than the new ones which replaced them, the process of disturbance
offers a mechanism whereby schools can develop in more inclusive directions.

However, it is also clear that different schools respond to disturbances in different
ways. The school in cameo 4, for instance, responded to the presence of students who
were not accommodated within existing practices and to our challenges about the
nature of those practices in a way that we saw as limiting its learning. As Skrtic
predicts, it created a sub-unit to deal with its problem so that established practice
could continue undisturbed. By contrast, the school in cameo 5 faced a situation
common to many primary schools at the time — the pressure to follow the require-
ments of the National Literacy Strategy as the means to increase student attainments.
While many schools responded to this situation instrumentally (Tymms, 2004; Statis-
tics Commission, 2005), this school recognized an anomaly which problematized its
existing practice and led to significant changes in that practice. The implication of
these two cases would seem to be that anomalies do not simply present themselves, but
have to be recognized as such.

One factor which differentiates these schools’ response to anomalies is the attitude
of the two headteachers — one willing to open questions up, one seeking to close them
down. We might see the former as a manifestation of what Lambert et al (1995) call
‘constructivist’ leadership which can engage colleagues in what we have earlier char-
acterized as shared meaning-making. We were also able to identify other factors which
support the recognition of anomalies. The exploration of evidence and alternative
perspectives arising from different assumptions was particularly important. These
included our encouragement to schools to reflect on evidence which they had asked
us to collect, as well as our attempts to construct dialogues and the part played by visits
between schools and LEAs in the Network. Particularly powerful in stimulating a
rethinking of practice was the work of the advisory teacher, mentioned in cameo 2,
who took over teachers’ classes and involved them in group-work, thinking-skills and
problem-solving activities. The impact was, in the words of one teacher, ‘revolutionary
in school’. Another teacher explained why: 

I also think that all the alternative things, all the things that she’s given me, are — any
teacher could execute. But, I think they need to see you do it. You see it’s all right her
giving us the book of alternative forms of recording, but like a lot of teachers, if she’d just
given me it and I hadn’t had knowledge of what she meant, I might have thought ‘oh yes
very good’, and pushed it in a drawer and never picked it up again. I think you actually
need to see her doing it with the children.
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Here again we are in the territory of communities of practice, where processes of
meaning-making in a particular community and in the local context of that commu-
nity are at work; ‘what we see working here’ is more important than what others tell
us to do. However, in this case, established patterns of practice and meaning are
disturbed sufficiently for distinctly new patterns to begin to emerge.

Development and inclusive development

We believe, therefore, that we can explain how and why some of the participating
schools engaged in the sorts of more fundamental rethinking characterized by ‘devel-
opment’ and why some did not. However, this still does not explain why development
should be in a more inclusive direction. Why, in other words, should schools not
respond to anomalies by rethinking their understandings and reconstituting their
practices in less rather than more inclusive ways?

The answer to this question clearly lies partly in the attitudes and values of those
who make up the community/ies of practice in the school and, in particular, of those
head teachers who can exercise positional power and other forms of influence on
those attitudes and values. In this respect it may be seen as encouraging that, when
the rather aggressive standards-based policies are mediated by those communities of
practice, the outcomes often have distinctly inclusive components. However, it seems
to us that it is not necessary to rely entirely on the appearance of inclusively oriented
communities of practice in schools. Instead, there is something in the business of
teaching, in these schools at least, which exerts a pull — albeit one that is easily coun-
teracted — in an inclusive direction.

It is perhaps so obvious that it is easy to overlook the fact that the sorts of distur-
bances which are evident in the cameos set out above and, indeed, in all of our work
with participating schools, arose frequently from what we might call a ‘lack of fit’
between the established practices of the school and the characteristics and responses
of the school’s students. In each case, what concerned teachers was that some or all
of their students were not responding to those practices — in particular, that they
were not learning or behaving — in the way that they wished. In some cases, this was
a negative realization in the sense that attainments were low (as in cameo 5) or behav-
iour was unacceptable to teachers (as in cameo 4). In other cases, the realization was
more positive, as in cameo 1, where the teachers realized that their students had more
potential for learning than they had previously acknowledged. Teaching, it would
seem, involves repeated encounters with student diversity and whilst the option of
constraining that diversity to fit established routines is ever-present, there is always
the potential for that diversity to create disturbances within those routines.

This brings us back to the intertwining of the standards and inclusion agendas. We
noted above that the focus on attainment may cause schools to identify issues that
were previously overlooked. More specifically, our cameos indicate that the standards
agenda directs schools to look carefully at the impact of their practices on students.
Certainly, the gaze which is required is a narrow one, concerned almost exclusively
with whether or not students are acquiring tightly defined skills and items of
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knowledge. Nonetheless, we see (for instance in cameo 1) how the question of
whether students are achieving in this narrow sense can lead on to further questions
of why they fail to learn and how they might learn. In other words, it opens up the
possibility of a fuller engagement with the actual, diverse characteristics of those
students and to this extent can be co-opted to support an inclusive orientation.

Some implications for the development of inclusion

This paper has suggested that a study located in the English context might increase one’s
understanding of how non-exceptional schools working in an unpromising policy envi-
ronment develop — or fail to develop — inclusive practices. We have argued that, in
fact, the relationship between the standards and inclusion agendas as they intersect in
schools is not the sort of simple opposition that some other studies might lead us to
expect. Such external agendas are mediated by the norms and values of the communities
of practice within schools and they therefore become part of a dialogue whose outcomes
can be more rather than less inclusive. We have further suggested that the process of
meaning-making within communities of practice is dynamic. Change is always possible
and we have outlined some of the circumstances under which change is more likely to
become development and development is more likely to become inclusive.

Our argument has drawn upon established theoretical perspectives. However, we
think that these perspectives have something to offer to those concerned with the
development of inclusion in schools. We noted above how the existing literature
focuses on atypical ‘inclusive schools’ with exceptional leaders standing out against
the generality of non-inclusive approaches. We might add that other parts of the
inclusion literature — including some of our own work (Booth, 1995; Booth et al.,
1998; Dyson & Millward, 2000) — have been engaged in what Corbett & Slee (2000)
characterize as ‘cultural vigilantism’, in the sense of a constant scrutiny of policy and
practice to identify and expose any compromise of inclusive principles. We continue
to believe that both these kinds of study are important to the further development of
inclusion in education. However, our work suggests that the possibilities for inclusive
development are inherent in all schools and are realized in often quite unexceptional
and unpromising circumstances. We make no claims, of course, that the develop-
ments in our schools were anything other than deeply ambiguous. However, their
example suggests that some more widespread move in an inclusive direction is possi-
ble and that such a move might result from supporting the incremental development
of schools rather than from a radical transformation of understandings and practices.

Moreover, the role of national policy emerges from our study in something of a new
light. From the ground-breaking work of Fulcher (1989) onwards, there has been a
powerful tradition in the inclusion literature of scepticism about the capacity of policy
to create inclusive systems, either because the policy itself is ambiguous and
contradictory, or because it is ‘captured’ by non-inclusive interests as it interacts with
the system as a whole. Certainly, some of our own work can be located within this
critical tradition (Booth, 1996; Booth et al., 1997; Dyson & Slee, 2001; Dyson,
2005). However, what our study shows is the way in which schools can engage with
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unfavourable policy imperatives to produce outcomes that are by no means inevitably
non-inclusive. Moreover, current English education policy seems to contain at least
some elements that promote these outcomes, both in its own somewhat equivocal
commitment to inclusion and in those aspects of the standards agenda which focus
attention on hitherto marginalized learners. It is, therefore, possible to imagine how
strengthening and extending these elements might support further inclusive develop-
ments in schools.

The ideas that more inclusive approaches can emerge out of internal school dynam-
ics and that it is possible to intervene in these dynamics opens up new possibilities for
national policy. The marketization of education is expanding in influence around the
world. A radical shift in national policies, however desirable, is unlikely until,
perhaps, the contradictions become even more evident between market-driven ideol-
ogies and the desire of large sections of the population for an equitable high quality
education in decent neighbourhoods for all children. We suggest, therefore, that the
efforts of those concerned to put inclusive values into action cannot be directed only
at the radical critique of educational polices, important as such critiques will continue
to be. Rather, we must also concentrate on trying to expand the inclusive aspects of
current policy and support teachers to take greater control over their own develop-
ment. In reframing ideas about achievements so that they are underpinned by inclu-
sive values we can get past the unhelpful idea that notions of standards, broadly
defined and re-appropriated, and inclusion are in opposition to each other. We
suggest that such measured attempts to take control of a ‘comprehensive’ agenda for
the development of participation and learning in schools continues to offer hope of
moving beyond the emergence of a few exceptional schools towards the gradual
building of a school system that is more genuinely and sustainably inclusive.
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