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Abstract 

 
There is a global reform process to change education towards inclusive education. This process is sometimes complicated 
because the process of developing practices of inclusion often involves a change in teacher beliefs, attitudes and practices. 
This paper therefore attempts to draw lessons from collaborative action research and teacher collaboration in implementing 
change towards inclusive settings in a selected secondary school in the Free State Province of South Africa. A literature review 
was undertaken to build a conceptual framework and an analysis of the action research process done using group 
interpretative and inductive analysis frameworks. The study has found that teacher driven change and teacher participation and 
collaboration were pivotal in developing and implementing inclusive practices. 
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1. Introduction 
 
In 1994 the dawn of the new democratic dispensation saw many changes in the education system of South Africa. 
Among those changes, the White Paper 6 (DoE 2001) became the roadmap to implement inclusive education (Makoelle 
2012). This was aligned with the general transformation process to change South Africa  into an inclusive, equitable, fair 
and just society. The process of change in the education sector was driven alongside political changes and teachers 
within the education sector were to act as agents of change wherein they were at the delivery or implementation layer of 
these educational changes. One of the processes of change besides curriculum implementation that teachers had to 
manage was changing education from its exclusive nature to a more inclusive form. This process presented many 
challenges of which some are still currently visible. In the White Paper 6 it was made clear that schools were to, as far as 
possible; accommodate learners regardless of their race, gender, socio-economic status and most importantly disability 
(Makoelle 2012). Current studies show that teachers experienced challenges to suddenly accommodate all learners since 
their training did not necessarily include this approach, and in many cases work comfortably where learners are simply 
categorised according to ability and disability. This has prompted asking the following questions: 

How could change towards inclusive education be appropriately implemented? 
Which forms of change strategies could be appropriate in implementing inclusive education within the South 

African context? 
 To answer these questions, the paper conceptualises change, discusses some commonly used strategies in 

implementing inclusion and conclude by drawing some lessons from the collaborative action research adopted in this 
study as a change strategy. 
 
2. Conceptualising Change 
 
The process of bringing about change is complex and conceptualised differently by different people. Inclusive education 
is the process whereby the school responds to the needs of all learners regardless of their background (Ainscow 1999). 
Learners should be accommodated by the school in all aspects of teaching and learning. They should not be expected to 
adapt to the school; rather, the school should adapt to the learners by ensuring that all their needs are met (DoE 2005). 
The purpose of inclusive education seems to be mutual to that of educational change because the ultimate aim of 
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educational change (reform) is to benefit all learners (Fullan 1999). Therefore implementing inclusive education requires 
some form of change process. 

Change is often regarded as a complex and difficult process to initiate and implement. Schools are places 
characterised by a high degree of diversity, and those individuals at school relate to one another according to the 
school`s protocol of authority, responsibility and reflect  notions of power. Furthermore, notions of equity and equality 
cannot be divorced from the change process. Change is influenced by a number of factors at the school. Increased 
teacher responsibility and administrative loads are a serious hindrance to the realisation of change in schools. Fullan 
(2001) postulates that a great deal is expected of teachers, even though they receive very little support from the 
education authorities and parents. Teacher’s experience what could be referred to as “low morale”, the phenomenon 
associated with low motivation among teachers. Schools are often highly politicised, which only serves to create a barrier 
to the effective initiation and implementation of change (Fullan 2001).Change does not occur in a vacuum, but takes 
place in a particular way and according to certain patterns. Change is known to be influenced by factors such as a need 
which becomes a priority of the school community; clear sets of objectives and goals which the school wants to achieve. 

On the other hand, change can be evaluated and its quality can be assessed. Some practical implications are 
found to be associated with change, for example the availability of resources and time. It is important that schools guard 
against politically ambitious change programmes (Fullan 2001). There are instances where the tradition of leadership in 
countries such as South Africa results in principals and education officials often resorting to autocratic means to impose 
changes on teachers (Engelbrecht & Green 2001; Weber 2007). The system is characterised by a suppressive political 
ideology. In such circumstances, change is mostly driven by a political agenda and could perpetuate exclusion. 
 
2.1 Some approaches to education change  
 
There are many approaches to change; for example, Fullan (1999: 39) distinguishes between the complexity and the 
evolutionary approach. The complexity approach denotes that change is an interactive rather than a linear process. The 
link between cause and effect does not exist and change operates in a continuum ranging from the scale of stability to 
instability. The evolutionary approach, on the other hand, refers to how humans evolve over time in relation to their 
interaction and cooperative behaviour. 

The school is a place where activities take place according to planned routines and timetabling; however, when 
policies have to be implemented or changes effected, the school is an unpredictable environment. It is for this reason that 
the complexity approach becomes important for the process of educational change. 

Change is dependent on the capacity of teachers to create knowledge with the purpose of learning new ideas. 
Change takes place in what Fullan (1999) calls a social collaboration context. The process of social collaboration occurs 
within the framework of a collaboration culture; that is, the culture where all members of the school community work as a 
team to achieve a common purpose. Social collaboration respects diversity while building trust among the participants. It 
may instil anxiety among the participants but also absorb it. 

Knowledge is created through interactive engagement and connections. Change is an open system, subject to the 
contributions of the collaborating members (Fullan 1999). The spiritual, political and intellectual aspects are significant 
during the process of change, which could expand beyond the periphery of the school into the outside world by making 
connections, which is often referred to as “networking” (Ainscow et al. 2006). 

The complexity approach is described by using the analogy of a systems approach to define the school’s process 
of change as a system. Educational change is a complex system, and change is dynamic and metabletic in nature. The 
dynamic nature of teaching also makes change even more complex, because each class of learners represents a unique 
educational context drawn from a diverse knowledge, cultural and socio-economic background. Educational change can 
only materialise as a collective rather than as an individual endeavour (Hoban 2002). To think about change, Hoban 
argues, teachers have to apply systems thinking, which is seeing the interrelationship between the whole and its parts. 
Systems thinking is in contrast with the notion of a piecemeal approach to the implementation of change, because, when 
it is applied, reality could be so complex and dynamic that it refutes the linear cause-effect model of educational change. 
 
2.2 Role of teachers in a change process 
 
According to Hoban (2002), for teachers to understand change, they should establish a learning community (a group of 
persons in pursuit of a common learning objective), which could be very helpful in that teachers may draw strategies 
together and challenge their beliefs to make change easier. Such a community is based on teacher cooperation and team 
work. Teachers should be willing to share power and authority, be independent to some extent, and be motivated by the 
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purpose of learning together. The learning community is a collective focused on building the capacity of teachers to 
reflect on their teaching practices; communicate effectively among themselves and provide the necessary inputs for the 
process of change. 

The notion of how teachers change is a complex issue. Similarly, the way teachers conceptualise the notion of 
changing from a traditional to an inclusive teaching method is a difficult and on-going process. It is significant for teachers 
to take the opportunity to reflect on the proposal for change by reviewing their values and beliefs and the manner in which 
these values affect their daily work. Teachers should allow themselves to think on their own about change rather than 
having change imposed on them. A platform could be created for teachers to discuss and reflect on how change will be 
planned, implemented, monitored and controlled (Mittler 2000). 

The notion of change is referred to as a process encompassing concepts such as beliefs, attitudes, knowledge, 
understanding, self-awareness and teaching practice (Richards, Gallo & Ranandya 2001). Educational change has to 
take into consideration teacher beliefs and attitudes which necessarily influence personal vision and mission, if it is to be 
successful. Recognising teacher beliefs elevates their motivation because they will see themselves as valuable members 
of the learning community (Goodson 2003). Teacher beliefs are important because, together with their context, they 
shape how they will relate to the change process. The latter process becomes more effective when a bottom-up rather 
than a top-down approach is used. Change also works well when not imposed (Richards et al. 2001). However, often 
education departments implement politically driven systemic changes, ignoring what works and is best for the situation. 
Educational change has to involve all teachers for it to be accomplished (Fullan 2001).  

Teachers have to be supported in their quest for transformation and change. They have to be motivated in order 
for them to be committed to the process of change. Haney et al. (2002) conducted a research project on teacher 
motivation and their will to implement change. They discovered that any reform in education will succeed if it takes the 
beliefs of teachers into consideration. The research indicated that the belief teachers have about themselves influences 
how they conceptualise change; for example, if teachers hold the belief that they are capable in their work, this has a 
profound influence on their motivation and consequently on their self-efficacy, raising their willingness to implement 
change. The theory of motivation as a system depicts how the teacher’s will to implement change is influenced by his/her 
self-efficacy and situational context (Boekaerts & Cascallar 2006). This implies that, if the teacher regards himself/herself 
as competent, the school environment is conducive to change, adequate support is given, and the teacher is motivated, 
chances are that change will be successfully implemented. 
 
2.3 School environment, leadership, collaboration and change  
 
Change cannot take place at the school if the leadership of the school does not support it. Although change is one of the 
processes that occur at the school, it is often difficult to manage and it cannot be controlled easily (Fullan 2004). What is 
emphasised here is that the leadership of the school should understand change rather than try to control it. Fullan 
cautions against leaders imposing their own innovative ideas on teachers. Leaders have to inculcate respect for the 
opinions and ideas of others. Leaders should understand that change is not a smooth process, but that it is characterised 
by what Fullan calls an implementation dip, which is the time when an envisaged plan goes awry. It is the process 
attributable to resistance that could develop among teachers against the change process. Leaders have to note that 
addressing resistance has to include defining what resistance is, listening to those opposed to change, trying to find out 
why they resist change, trying to address their concerns, and incorporating their inputs into the broader change 
programme. Leadership should embark on what is called re-culturing, which is developing a culture in collaboration with 
teachers. This includes building a network of support, and maintaining good interpersonal relationships based on trust 
and respect between the leadership of the school and teachers. The teachers and the leadership should engage with one 
another in shaping and exchanging knowledge and ideas. 

Engelbrecht and Green (2001) argue that change in the South African context is hampered by resistance from the 
teachers because of the oppression of and injustices meted out to teachers by the former apartheid education system. To 
implement change towards a more inclusive system, Engelbrecht and Green (2001:33) suggest that change should begin 
with the principal of the school, whose vision must encapsulate what is called an “inclusive tone”– a step in the 
development of an inclusive learning community. Unlike in the past, he/she should drift away from being autocratic to 
being democratic and allow participatory leadership and inclusive management. The school will change if the vision of the 
leadership creates an inclusive culture and climate. Such a culture transforms assumptions, beliefs, values, norms, 
relationships behaviour and practice. The inclusive culture could be accomplished through the collaboration and 
collegiality of teachers working together to achieve a common purpose. 

The leadership of the school should create conditions for the following to take place: 
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• Collaborative problem-solving – when teachers work together to solve a problem; 
• Peer coaching – when teachers coach one another in their work; 
• Co-teaching – when teachers teach the same class to assist one another; 
• Facilitating cooperative learning – the teachers have to learn to plan and organise cooperative learning. 
Most researchers believe that teachers implement change when they are fully involved in initiating, designing, and 

implementing it. Ainscow et al. (2006) indicate that they have worked with teachers collaboratively and embarked on an 
action research project which saw teachers become researchers in developing inclusive practices at their schools. 
Ainscow et al. (2006: 56) had the following to say about collaboration as a strategy to develop inclusive practices in 
schools: 

Rather than handing practitioners a blueprint for action we sought to work collaboratively with them to explore how 
their context could be understood and what actions might be possible therein. 

The process referred to as collaborative enquiry began with teachers and experts participating in a workshop to 
develop a common understanding about how the project should be run. The teachers and experts established a network 
which all teachers participated in as part of their development plan. Joint meetings involving both practitioners and 
researchers were held to engage with the evidence collected. Teachers were allowed to investigate their own practice as 
part of the school’s agenda while researchers pursued their own research agenda; however, both worked collaboratively 
(Ainscow et al. 2011). Collaborative enquiry fosters mutual relationships between the researcher and teachers. Thus 
focuses on the significance of the agenda of both the researcher and the teachers. It is from the collected data and 
evidence that both parties will begin to map out their respective agendas to plan change and transformation. The 
collected data and evidence becomes the central core of discussions during the analysis and the interpretation 
processes. The discursive engagement is referred to as a group interpretive process as all participants are engaged as a 
collective in the process. The issue of different explanations and interpretations is addressed through dialogue, thus also 
dealing with the trustworthiness of the process. 

Collaboration is often regarded as critical for action research and therefore crucial to the educational change 
process (Somekh 2006). In the process of collaboration, the process of triangulation becomes prominent as it allows 
participants to look at concepts from a multiplicity of perspectives. Various methods could be used in this process, 
including processes such as observations, interviews, statistics, and specimen teaching plans, interview notes, 
questionnaires, pictures and videos. The process of collaboration is sometimes equated with what is called voluntary 
change, which means the willingness to cooperate (Richardson 1998). The idea that teachers do not change and that 
they change all the time seems contradictory. Teachers resist change when change is initiated by others without their 
prior involvement. Voluntary change processes are attributable to teacher involvement. Teachers need to be encouraged 
to change as a collective rather than as individuals; that is, there should be collective reflection on teaching practice with 
the purpose of changing to what works best for them in their context.  

Collaboration is characterised by a high level of teacher reflective processes. To manage change, teachers may 
work collaboratively with what is termed critical friends; that is, with colleagues who review the data critically and reflect 
on the teaching practice of their fellow-colleagues, thus sharing ideas (Mohr et al. 2004).  

Reflection is usually employed to monitor the change process (Loreman et al. 2005). This is the process by which 
teachers reflect on their teaching practice in relation to the objectives they have set for themselves. Reflection could be 
done daily by the means of a reflection dairy, which is a record of every change that has been observed and experienced. 

Reflective teaching and research will change teachers’ perceptions of themselves and encourage them to try new 
ideas, methods and approaches (Nind & Sheehy 2004). This collaborative reflection process is known as “mutual 
adaptation” because all who participate in the reflection process are bound to gain new ideas and therefore change 
(Richardson 1998). The process is on-going and teachers could engage in it throughout the day. In the course of 
reflecting, the following conceptual views of steps are considered (Hargreaves & Fullan 2000): 

• Experiment with teaching. 
• Identify what works better in the class. 
• Change perceptions of teaching. 
The reflection process described above is sometimes associated with the notion of the teacher as a learner, which 

indicates that, through the reflective process, teachers are engaged in the process of learning about their own practices. 
The reflection process is also likened to what is called images of teaching and learning that teachers construct. Briscoe 
(1996: 47) defines this concept as “the knowledge that teachers have about their work and their role is constructed as 
sensory experiences and is given meaning through reflection”. This process is dominated by the process of brainstorming 
or meaning-making which is important for teachers to learn from one another. 
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The quality and effectiveness of change is something complex to measure; indeed, there is a belief that change 
cannot be managed (Fullan 2001). However, some authors argue that it can be managed and that change should be 
closely monitored (managed) by means of checklists (McCallion 1998).  

Because change is viewed as a collective rather than as an individual process, it is necessary to explore how 
teachers make connections leading to the formation of collaborative groups. The concept of communities of enquiry is 
relevant in this context. 

Collaboration is a process whereby teachers through collegiality, interaction and effective communication develop 
relationships which are mutual in reflecting on their practice and assisting one another to improve their practice. The most 
powerful aspect of teacher change is embedded in what is called a professional learning community (Fullan 2001). The 
development of a culture of collaboration enables teachers to work together; to develop confidence, a high level of 
motivation and positive self-efficacy, and the ability to influence the work of the learners positively. Teachers change as a 
result of motivation and collaboration (Save the Children 2002: 52). 

Collaboration among teachers leads to what is known as a community of enquiry (Reason & Bradbury 2006). This 
is a process where individuals become participants in a collective community to enquire about their practice. Through this 
reflective process, meanings are negotiated as they are usually informed by their historic cultural context. The 
development of such a community depends to a larger extent on processes of communication, meaning making and 
meaningful interaction between members of the community. The process of collaboration becomes pivotal in the 
communicative culture of the community and results in the culture of practice. 

The notion of communities of enquiry is crucial to the implementation of educational reform in that it offers teachers 
the opportunity for growth and development (Hargreaves 1997). The notion of critical friends (viewing one another’s work 
critically with a purpose of improving practice) is the basis on which teachers build connections as they engage in 
reflection and meaning-making (McTaggart 1997). The community of enquiry is also referred to as a learning community 
in the sense that the members are involved in a collective learning process which depends to a large extent on how well 
they interact, share meaning and collaborate with one another (Nind & Sheehy 2004). 

Therefore the development of an inclusive learning community as a process through which teachers develop an 
inclusive learning culture through collaboration and cooperation is crucial (Engelbrecht & Green 2001). The theoretical 
framework for developing collaboration is based on the notion of a historic cultural approach and the belief that peer 
interaction is fundamental as a mediation tool (Cesar & Santos 2006). Learning is viewed as a communicative process 
through which those involved in the learning process negotiate meaning, construct knowledge and allow the process of 
meaning exchange to shape their identity. The relationship between members in a community of practice is a symbiotic 
one in that members learn from one another. In this study Collaborative Action Research (CAR) was used as a data 
generating framework. 
 
3. Methodology 
 
In the first instance, CAR has been adopted in this study as a change strategy and is therefore imperative to discuss. The 
purpose of action research is to bring about change and empower the individuals or groups perceived to be 
disempowered or oppressed (O’Hanlon 2003). The purpose of the action research on which this study is based was to 
empower teachers and bring about change with regard to the inclusive teaching processes in their classrooms. This view 
is consistent with that of Dyson et al. (2012), who contend that inclusive practices should be developed as close as 
possible to local communities. This then leads to how teachers in communities conceptualise and understand different 
ways in which the process of change is the initiated and monitored. It is consequently important to place the notion of 
educational change in perspective within the framework of this action-research project.  
 
3.1 Implementing change through Collaborative Action Research 
 
CAR has the potential to work well as a change mechanism; for example, Somekh (in Altrichter & Elliott 2003) postulates 
the theory of the changing nature of action research by drawing on her experiences. She defines collaborative action 
research as a vehicle for managing changes in the classroom and, therefore, a medium through which change can be 
implemented. Similarly, Mohr et al (2004) view CAR as a change strategy led by teachers and argue that teacher 
collaboration is important during the research process. Somekh (2006) concurs that collaborative action research is a 
methodology for change in schools. Change results from a process through which teachers embark on partnership, 
reflection and recognition of the ethical sensitivity of the research investigation process. Change is enhanced through 
good human relationships, effective communication and active participation (Stringer 2008).The research process was a 
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four-stage collaborative action-research study and consisted of the following stages: planning, observation, action and 
reflection. Where deemed necessary, a stage was subdivided into phases. The table below gives a structural outline of 
each of the stages, followed by a brief summary of what happened during each stage (phase): 
 
Table 1: Collaborative Action Research Stages and Phases 
 

Stage Phases Action

Stage1Planning Phase 1
Phase 2 

Preparation
Identification (brainstorming) 

Stage :Observation 
 

Phase1 
Phase 2 

Observation of current practice
Focus-group interviews with learners 
Participant observation on how inclusive practices 
were used 

Stage 3:Action Phase 1 Adopting practices in the class to develop teachers’
skills in using them to enhance full inclusion 

Stage 4: Reflection Phase 1
Phase 2 

Evaluating action research as a methodology
Writing a report and making recommendations 

 
The initial preparation began firstly by obtaining permission from the Free State Education Department to carry out the 
research project, which included writing an official letter to request such permission. Once the permission was granted, I 
then asked for the volunteers among the teachers to establish the research task team for the project. To compensate for 
the major disadvantage of action research, which is the lack of research skills of the volunteer researchers, I conducted a 
one-day mini-workshop to familiarise the research task team with their roles and duties. To minimise my influence on the 
process as principal of the school (at the time), I jointly drew up a duty list with the teachers to explain how the meetings 
would be conducted, who would chair them, who would take minutes, and how decisions would be taken. 

We convened meetings to brainstorm the concepts inclusive education, inclusive teaching and inclusive class in 
order to establish a common understanding of what they meant in our context and to determine how inclusive we thought 
our teaching was. The discussion questions were the following: 

I. What do we understand by inclusive education, inclusive teaching and inclusive class? 
II. How inclusive do we think our teaching has been? 

Teachers were allowed to engage in an open discussion for them to air their views. At the request of the teachers, I 
presented some literature on inclusive practices so that we could compare or understanding and that in the literature. 

To elucidate the notion of inclusion from the perspective of learners, I held an open focus group interview session 
with the (RCL) Learner Representative Council (a body of 20 democratically elected committee by learners and which 
was representative of all grades at school to look at matters of learner interest) to discuss questions such as the 
following:  

I. Do you think all learners are catered for by the teaching in your classrooms? 
II. Which activities and teacher practices in your opinion help you to learn effectively or fully take part in the 

class? 
III. What would you like changed for you to be academically well-catered for in your classes? 

Observations were used on two accounts: firstly, to determine how inclusive our current practice was and, 
secondly, during the action stage when practices were adopted in the class to develop their inclusive application in our 
school context. During the first phase of observations, we made notes mainly from memory. The observations were 
systematised by the use of a pre-planned observation schedule which addressed the research questions. Teachers 
suggested that it would be appropriate to keep daily reflection diaries. Observations in classrooms were integrated into 
the school routine, a move which was aimed at minimising disruptions of normal teaching periods. The following topics 
(as determined by us) guided the observations in relation to inclusion: 

I. Curriculum-related aspects of the class (planning, presentation and assessment of lesson, interaction, 
participation, and seating arrangements during the lesson). 

II. Teaching (pedagogic) aspects of the class (teaching approach and strategies, maintenance of discipline and 
motivation, the role of assistant teachers and the use of technology in the class). 

III. Learning aspects of the class (use of learning approaches, e.g. cooperative learning, group work, peer tutoring 
and collaborative problem solving). 

IV. Social aspects of the class (communication, diversity, relationships and values in the class). 
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During the second phase of observations, we first agreed on the criteria for inclusion, then paired with one another 
according to curriculum relevancy, and did observations for six months. 

Once the observations had been done, in-depth interviews were conducted with teachers to reflect on what had 
been observed and to gather more data on themes that might have emerged from the observations. Interview schedules 
with open-ended questions were used. Open-ended questions allowed the teachers to recount and reflect on their 
practices and broadly agree on the meaning of effective classroom teaching practices that promoted inclusion in their 
context. 

Having identified and agreed on classroom practices that were regarded as effective in promoting inclusion, I 
collaborated with the research task team to draw up an action plan. The action plan was a detailed implementation 
programme to adopt effective classroom practices identified in the classes and evaluate how they promoted inclusive 
teaching and learning. The following were the proposed indicators of the classroom teaching practices that were effective; 
however, the proposed indicators were negotiated with the teachers themselves. I only offered guidance in this regard 
(adapted from the Index of Inclusion, Ainscow & Booth 2002): 

I. High level of participation of all learners, interaction and effective communication between all learners and the 
teacher, and cooperation among all learners. 

II. High level of inclusive and differentiated instruction (catering for all learner needs), an atmosphere that 
fostered a high level of good human relations, and a high level of discipline in the class. 

III. High level of tolerance of diversity, motivation of all learners, and achievement of expected outcomes by all 
learners. 

During the action phase in the classrooms, the teachers were expected to record their experiences in the daily 
reflection diary. At the end of the action phase, I conducted follow-up interviews with open questions with teachers to 
evaluate the effectiveness of teaching practices that we had implemented in our classes over a given period. Reflecting 
on practice is very rarely practised by teachers in South Africa. Group interpretive processes were used by the volunteer 
research team and me to analyse and interpret the data. 

A summary of conclusions and findings were drafted together with the research task team during this phase. The 
following questions were asked in an attempt to build a local theory: What was our understanding of inclusive education, 
inclusive teaching and inclusive class? What did the literature say about the concepts and how inclusive did we think our 
teaching was? What was the research telling us? What have we learned from the project? 

While my role was to be part of the research team as an equal partner, I however had to provide purpose and 
direction to the study for it to start because teachers were conducting this kind of research for the first time. At the start, I 
dealt with ethical issues. During the first stage of our research, the teachers requested that I give them a presentation on 
the current research literature on inclusion. While I thought it would be easy for teachers to engage freely about their 
practices during our discussions, that was not the case. From time to time, I had to initiate the discussions. As requested 
by the teachers, I kept records of our proceedings and allowed the teachers access to them whenever it was needed. The 
objective of being critical in this study was to challenge power and hierarchical issues in curriculum delivery and decision-
making; however, the contradiction was that I being the principal and arguably the most qualified teacher among the 
teachers posed a serious challenge as they regarded me as an authority figure. While the teachers in their reflections 
acknowledged that the process had been one of challenging power in terms of their role in taking decisions about their 
practice, the extent to which my status had an impact on their freedom to do this cannot be underestimated. 
 
3.2 Data analysis 
 
The data analysis took place at two levels, namely during collaborative action research through group interpretive 
process, and for the meta-research process. The data were collected, processed and analysed systematically. Data 
analysis means that, after collection, the data must be processed and meaning must be attached to it. It is therefore 
critical to look at different ways in which data are qualitatively analysed. The data-analysis process is always preceded by 
data-management processes as large quantities of data could be generated by means of qualitative research. 

I must indicate that the two processes did not run parallel to each other but were interactive. In practice, the group 
interpretative analysis would take place at the level of engagements with teachers, but I went beyond and embarked on a 
meta-analysis, using an inductive analysis from a theoretical perspective. Group interpretative meetings were held after 
each phase. The meetings took the form of a discussion and the minutes of all the meetings were taken by me as the 
secretary of the volunteer research committee and afterwards verified by all the other members to check if they were a 
true reflection of the deliberations. The interpretative discussions were chaired by an elected chair for the meeting. The 
discussions were facilitated by asking questions to stimulate discussions. The group firstly read the data, determined 
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themes, assigned extracts (quotations) to the themes, and then derived interpretations. Agreements on interpretations 
were reached through consensus. The dissenting views were discussed at length and recorded as such. 
 
4. Discussion of Findings  
 
As indicated earlier in this paper, the research attempted to identify some commonly used strategies in the 
implementation of inclusion, and to draw some lessons from the collaborative action research. In terms of collaborative 
action research as a medium of change, the following themes  emerged: planning action research, action research as a 
strategy for change, action research and data collection, and action research and teacher collaboration. 
 
4.1 Theme: Planning a collaborative action-research study 
 
Planning a collaborative action-research study involved the following aspects  
 

 Flexibility 4.1.1
 
The analysis of the planning of the collaborative action-research process suggested that the plan might not necessarily 
evolve unchanged during the actual process. Indications were that the planning of collaborative action research had to be 
flexible and adaptable so as not to derail the process. For example, when faced with the problem of teachers not being 
willing to talk during our discussions, as a complementary measure I had to give them a questionnaire in order to obtain 
their views on the essential issues. 
 

 Participation 4.1.2
 
The analysis indicated that sustaining the participation of the research members and safeguarding the research effort 
was an on-going challenge. For instance, the number of participants declined from 21 to 15 at the start and subsequently 
declined even further during the research process. As the researcher, I therefore had to create mechanisms to keep the 
participants motivated and to sustain a credible number of participants for the project. For example, one of the teachers 
remarked: I am overloaded with marking work; sometimes it was difficult to attend all [the] meetings. 

The analyses of the project participation showed that I had to take the following into consideration in order to 
mitigate the effect of the aforementioned issues: 

I. The workload of participants: for example, the participants were willing to be part of the project if I performed 
some tasks such as writing minutes and keeping records; 

II. The participants’ ability to conduct research: the participants were willing to take part after I had given them 
training in research methods and the process involved in order to encourage participation in the project. 

 
4.2 Time to conduct a collaborative action-research project 
 
The analysis of the time spent on the project showed that the amount of time planned was different from the actual time 
spent on the project, as the following quotation suggests: I think the time we got was short for me and the learners to 
adjust fully to the newly introduced way of teaching and learning. 

The planning and dates had to be adjusted continually to accommodate the professional commitments of the 
teachers. For example, at times there were several apologies for being unable to attend the meetings and research. It 
once again follows that the ability to be flexible is crucial in planning an action-research project. The success of 
collaborative action research depends on the participation of practitioners and the available time at the research group’s 
disposal. 
 
4.3 Theme: collaborative action research as a strategy for change 
 
The process of collaborative action research was used in trying to change how teachers planned and acted in relation to 
being inclusive in their teaching. The analyses revealed several significant aspects. For example, it was evident that the 
project demonstrated that collaborative action research had created a platform for teachers to explore alternative ways of 
doing things, as one of the teachers stated: I have discovered that there could be alternative ways of doing things. 

However, there was an indication that change as envisaged within this project might not have been achieved as it 
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should have been, hence the following remark by one teacher: I think the time we got was short for me and the learners 
to adjust fully to the newly introduced way of teaching and learning. 

In general, the project might have challenged the teachers’ beliefs and attitudes about how they thought about their 
practices, as suggested by the following statement made by one teacher: I had an opportunity to start a new way of 
teaching successfully. 

However, there is reason to believe that change, as it took place during the project, might not be sustainable. For 
instance, when asked about what was going to happen after the project, one teacher was pessimistic and said: I think we 
can do this all over again if our work load could allow it. 

While collaborative action research may enhance change, the interpretation of the analysis suggested that it 
needed time and that mechanisms to sustain the process of change were necessary for change to be realised fully. 
 
4.4 Theme: collaborative action research and my role as the researcher 
 
One of the important aspects of collaborative action research is that the researcher becomes part of the research group. 
While it is not permissible within this mode of research for the researcher to impose his or her ideas on the research 
group, during this study, given South African teachers’ culture of not taking any initiative, it was very tempting to flout this 
ground rule. For example, teachers requested me to take the lead in initiating some of the research activities, such as 
discussions, reflective engagements and sharing knowledge on some literature topics. 

To some extent, the role of the researcher within a collaborative action-research mode seems to be determined by 
the context within which the study is conduced, the type of practitioners involved, their research skills, as well as their 
ability to initiate change, being critical, reflective and motivated. For example, during this project one could not but notice 
that the teachers regarded the researcher as an ‘authority’ and as a ‘knowledgeable other’. 

 
4.5 Theme: collaborative action research and teacher collaboration 
 
One of the cornerstones of collaborative action research is its ability to foster collaboration among the practitioners. The 
analysis of this project clearly proves that when teachers work together they stand to benefit from one another. For 
example, in acknowledging this, one teacher praised action research for benefitting them through collaboration with 
others: I have learned to listen and share ideas with my colleagues. 

While it was evident that the teachers had benefited from the process of collaboration, the analyses suggest that 
that collaboration needs time for its value to be fully realised. This became evident when one teacher lamented: I could 
learn a lot from colleagues but I think we should have done it more frequently. The interpretation is that the culture of 
collaboration does not happen overnight and that time is needed for its full realisation. 
 
5. Discussion  
 
The study has confirmed the CAR as a change strategy needs flexibility as the reality during the research field might 
dictate otherwise (Ainscow, Booth & Dyson 2006). There is evidence to suggest that to use CAR as a strategy for change 
has far reaching implications for participation (Makoelle 2012; 2013). The study has shown that different strategies are 
required to keep the participation of participants high during the project (Makoelle 2012). The study has also shown that 
CAR needs more time if it is to be successful as a change strategy. The study has demonstrated that CAR as a change 
strategy could impact positively on how teachers think about change, for instance in this study teacher beliefs and 
attitudes towards change was more positive and the process gave them space to initiate, collaborate and own the 
changes as a community (Mc Taggart 1997; Boekaerts & Cascallar 2006; Mohr et al. 2004) Reason & Bradbury 2006; 
Somekh 2006). It also improved on their ability to critique and reflect on their practice essential for change process (Nind 
& Sheehy 2004: Ainscow et al. 2011). While the researcher within the CAR process is not expected to be dominant and 
prescriptive to the participants, this study has shown that such is dependent on the context and the type of participants 
involved in a change process. It was evident that CAR allows teachers to share their expertise and consequently the 
improvement of their practice (Stringer 2008). 
  
6. Recommendations  
 
Because collaboration has been found to be pivotal in probing practices; therefore, a platform needs to be created where 
practitioners can collaborate in reflecting on their practice. In this case, the current research suggests the development of 
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inclusive practices by pointing out that, for change to happen, teachers will have to be given the space to initiate change 
by themselves, plan and drive its implementation. 

With regard to developing inclusive practices and inclusive policies, the study recommends the use of CAR through 
the establishment and development research teams, as constituted in this study, and the manner in which these research 
teams could be used to enhance the development of inclusive practices. 

Research teams must be composed of teachers. While it could be advantageous to have experts on the inclusive 
education research teams, it is recommended that these professional research teams should be run and controlled by 
teachers themselves. The role of experts should be to advise, not to play a leading role. Research teams should function 
in such a manner that teachers collaborate with and learn from one another. The following are the main steps for 
teachers to follow in pursuing the  process of enquiry (conducting research): 

• Establish a research team. 
• Create a platform for brainstorming and for the establishment of meaning. 
• Identify good practice through observation. 
• Develop a programme to share good practices in the classroom. 
• Engage in review and reflection practices in the classroom. 
• Discuss feedback jointly and determine local theories. 
• Establish collaborative teaching forums. 
The research revealed that, while South African teachers believe that collaborative teaching could enhance 

inclusion, this was not the case in the classrooms. Teachers teach as individuals and never share the teaching platform 
with their peers. The collaborative teaching forums could enhance an exchange of good practice among teachers leading 
to the empowerment of all teachers. 
 
7. Conclusion  
 
This study has highlighted several issues with regard to collaborative action research as a strategy to develop inclusive 
practices. Collaborative action research can indeed assist the teachers in making their teaching more inclusive. However, 
during the collaborative action-research process several challenges were registered. The process posed challenges as 
far as participation was concerned. This unique situation in South Africa was further complicated by the entrenched 
culture of non-participation during the apartheid era. There was the problem of teachers’ inability to reflect critically on 
themselves and their practice. For example, data from my research dairy indicate that one of the factors hindering the 
collaborative action-research process was the fact that teachers hardly disagreed with anything said or done by authority 
figures (a culture of being submissive). Consequently, it could be very difficult for anyone in a position of authority (in my 
case, as the researcher) to elicit an honest opinion from the teachers about anything, which could have jeopardised the 
trustworthiness of the research process. However, this study has laid the basis for the use of CAR as a change strategy 
for implementing inclusive education.  
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