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The challenge of inclusion and 
school management

When it comes to the implementation 
of inclusion, we already have walked 
a long way and taken many paths 
and bypaths during the last 25 
years, trying to succeed with this 
challenge defined in various universal 
declarations, policies, and national 
laws. Many concepts and ideas have 
been developed and tested, and despite 
of this, many educational institutions 
all over Europe keep struggling with 
inclusion. We know from analysis1 that 
school heads and teachers would like 

to work more actively with inclusion, it is just so very 
difficult to get started.

It is in this perspective that the European Inclusion 
Compass (EIC) has been developed in a European 
Erasmus + project; to give school heads a very 
practical tool to change the work about inclusion from 
something which is difficult to work with, to a basic 
school philosophy, which is not seen as an “add on”, 
but an “add in” activity.

At the end of the day school heads are responsible 
for ‘the heat in the kitchen’, and inclusion is one of 
the most fundamental factors to ensure the right 
heating, as well as creating a kitchen with a heart. 
The responsibility to deal with and lead this process, 
is often delegated to school heads, with no further 
guidance, leaving it up to them to navigate and find 
ways to motivate and encourage teachers, and other 
employees in their educational institution, to engage 
in this task and participate actively. The EIC has been 
developed to support school heads in this process. 
The EIC is not yet another concept about inclusion, it 
is first and foremost a leadership philosophy. It states 
that organizational changes should start with taking 
into consideration the perspectives of the relevant 
stakeholders to create sustainable, engaging and 
whole school approaches. During the last 25 years 
of research, we have learned that inclusion is very 
much about surrounding communities and giving 
stakeholders a structured voice.

So, what is The European Inclusion Compass?

The EIC is a school management model that has 
been developed in close cooperation with universities 
and teacher training institutions in England, Finland, 
France, Spain and Denmark. The development 
is based on a European baseline report, where 

The European Inclusion Compass –  
Implementing Inclusion In Schools and Education

HENRIETTE HANSEN

MSc and MA, EU Project manager at 
South Denmark Office in Brussels 

CHRISTIAN QUVANG
Docent and Doctor Psych at UC 
South Denmark Leaders of the 
ERASMUS+3 project ‘Supporting 
Practices for Inclusive Schooling & 
Education for the Youth’.

1  The SPISEY project (Supporting Practices for Inclusive Schooling and Education for the Youth)
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the partners in the 5 
countries mapped the 
(political) status of 
inclusion in each country, 
as well as the school 
heads’ and teachers’ 
needs for additional 
knowledge, competences 
and tools to deal with 
inclusion on a practical 
level.

We know that there 
is no such thing as a 
global way of dealing with 
inclusion. Schools and 
the education systems 
are different from country 
to country, and can even 
be different within the same country, and the 
creation of inclusive practices always has so 
take its outset in the specific local context. 
Inclusion is about certain people, at a certain 
place, and at a specific time, hence any inclusive 
initiative must respect this as a starting point, 
which is the reason that the EIC has been 
developed as a generic management model, 
that can be applied and adapted to local needs 
and challenges.

As shown above, the EIC is constructed in 
three layers, starting from the school heads, 
given the premise that school heads are 
responsible for the schools’ overall approach 
to inclusion. As inclusion is about including 
and engaging the school community and 
stakeholders, the second layer of the model is 
an overview and introduction to the different 
relevant stakeholders that can have an opinion 
about – or are active actors in – the creation 
of inclusion. As explained earlier, inclusion is 
about creating engagement and sustainable 
approaches, and dialogue and co-creation is 
the best way to reach this goal, and hence the 
third layer of the model contains 9 concrete 
process activities with supporting facilitation 
tools, which can support the school heads in 
reaching their objectives.

The European Inclusion Compass 
consists of 5 parts;

1. a Background Document mapping the EIC in 
a historical and educational context;

2. a Management Paper instructing school 
management or school heads on how to 
work with the EIC;

3. a Toolbox comprised of almost 100 pages 
of suggestions for activities in detail 
supporting the 9 stages in the process of 
using the European Inclusion Compass 
together with the stakeholders;

4. a generic power point presentation ready 
to use for introducing the challenge of 
inclusion and presenting the EIC and how to 
get started;

5. The European Inclusion Compass Platform2, 
which is a web-based platform, where all 
the above- mentioned material, as well 
as recommendations and good practice 
examples from schools, that have worked 
actively with the compass has been 
gathered and are freely accessible for 
download.
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2  spisey-project.eu
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What’s in it for you?

In short, the EIC is a management model aimed 
at supporting any school head who wants to 
introduce, improve or implement inclusion by 
involving relevant stakeholders and give them 
an engaging voice.

Working with the European Inclusion Compass 
is therefore interesting for you if you are a 
school head who
1. wants to understand better what inclusion 

is about;
2. wants to approach the work with inclusion 

in a more strategic management process;
3. needs guidance and tools to engage 

relevant stakeholders and to make them 
feel engaged.

Experiences from the SPISEY project shows 
that applying the EIC in a school can help you 
as a school head to create common values 
among the teachers, which makes it easier for 
you as a manager to lead the way. We have also 
seen that applying the EIC motivates pupils 
and students to take common responsibility 
towards peers with learning disabilities and 
last but not least, the application of the EIC can 
help you to reach parents and/or members of 
school boards in a more structured way.

Recommendations

Like all other kinds of innovation and change 
processes, application of the EIC starts with 
needs planning. In the SPISEY project, we 
identified the following recommendations that 
can help you get started and gain time in the 
long run;
1. Ensure school leadership support, including 

recognizing the importance of time and 
resources.

2. Build on existing educational structures and 
processes, including school boards.

3. Set up a dedicated project team with a 
facilitator.

4. Develop and enhance school networks by 
building links between schools and the 
broader community.

5. Promote stakeholder engagement by 
promoting dialogue within schools and by 
giving students a voice.

6. Develop inclusive strategies by integrating 
theory and practice into teacher training and 
professional development.

7. Promote values that underpin inclusion on 
an everyday basis and ensure support for 
minority groups.

You can read much more about these 
recommendations and find concrete tools 
and good practice examples on the European 
Inclusion Compass Platform that we invite you 
to visit: spisey-project.eu

We wish you good luck with your work to 
promote inclusion in your school.
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School leaders have a large and demanding societal 
mission, in many ways broader than many other 
leaders in society. School leadership is one of the 
most important, but also the most difficult leadership 
functions in society.

International research shows that leadership has a 
significant impact on schools’ effectiveness measured 
through many factors, for example the learning 
environment for both teachers and pupils. The paradox 
is that school leadership has not had the same attention 
and status as leadership in other organisations.
We are getting signals that many are working at the limit 
of what they are capable of. We hear how resources, 
despite large investments nationally, tend to undermine 
the room for local action, which reduces the possibilities 
of providing the best possible education for children and 
young people. Expectations are high, but the resources 
do not match the mission.

School leaders are like all other workers. If they are 
not motivated by their work, they may look around 
for other, more meaningful tasks. Over the past three 
years, several surveys have been carried out where the 
challenges of recruitment to management positions 
have been documented. The findings in these reports 
point towards a predicted crisis. There are few young 
managers who want to take the step up to principal level.
We are very concerned about this development, as 
several leaders report unclear working conditions  
and ever-increasing work pressure as a result of  
smaller resources. 

We call upon all ESHA members to raise awareness with 
national policymakers and governing bodies about the 
fact that school heads are important and gamechangers 
in establishing quality education. It is time for a  
re-evaluation of school leadership!

Time for a Re-evaluation
BY STIG JOHANNESSEN, ESHA Board Member
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LOES VAN WESSUM (PHD)

Educational researcher Teachers 
and Teacher Educators in Inclusive 
Learning Environments at 
Windesheim, University of Applied 
Sciences in the Netherlands.  
She is co-author of the book 
Leading a learning school. Which 
questions have you asked today?

FOSTER A DIALOGUE ABOUT 
HIGH QUALITY EDUCATION

Quality of education sometimes seems 
to be diminished to high ranking in 
international benchmarks like PISA. 
Good academic performances are very 
important for all students and they 
contribute to enhancing equity. But only 
looking at academic results does not 
do justice to whole child development 
and the complexity of teaching. It is 
important to foster a dialogue on what 
constitutes good education within your 
school community. Schools with the 
ability to unearth shared pictures of the 
future are rewarded with high student 
results, based on genuine commitment 
and enrolment. School leaders are key 
in building and communicating a shared 
vision. 

VISION PROVIDES DIRECTION 
AND TRUST

A vision shows the purpose of a school. 
A shared vision brings energy because 
it explicates what is worth fighting for 

in your school. It gives meaning to being a teacher, 
especially if the school vision and teachers’ concept 
of what it means to be a teacher are congruent. You 
can build this shared vision by having all kinds of 
conversations about the quality of education. What 
choices do we want to make regarding qualification, 
socialization, and subjectification? What do we 
believe is important for our students? What do we 
value in the education of our students? What kind of 
outcomes do we desire? 

School heads need to provide teachers with 
opportunities to realize the desired outcomes. Feeling 
respected and supported is important for students, 
parents and teachers, as well. They all want to work in 
a school where everybody can thrive. 

CONVERSATIONS ABOUT THE QUALITY 
OF EDUCATION

You can use the following questions to inspire 
valuable conversations within your school community:
• What kind of testimonials would you like to receive 

from former students?
• What would you change in the school if you were 

in charge? Why would you change that? 
• What would you preserve because it is the heart of 

your teaching and learning?
• When do you feel that being a teacher is the most 

amazing job of the entire world? 
• When do you feel that being a (parent of a) student 

in your school is the best place to be? 
• What should happen more often? What do 

teachers need to do to make you (or your kid) feel 
that way? 

• What makes you proud seeing your colleagues 
teach? 

Building a Shared 

Vision



WHAT ARE WE BUILDING?

Four bricklayers work on a wall. A passenger 
stops and asks them what they are doing. ‘’I 
am piling up bricks’’, one answers. The second 
one says: ‘’I am laying the bricks to build a 
wall’’. The third one replies: ‘’We are building a 
cathedral”. The last one brags: “We are building 
a place to worship God!’’. 

This parable shows that value driven work 
contributes the most to the feeling that what you 
do matters. Formulating short- and long-term 
goals helps you monitor whether you are still on 
track. It is not just about checking the realized 
goals (we have built four walls), it is also about 
contributing to a higher purpose (we are building 
a cathedral). A vision is not a catchy phrase or 
slogan, it gives meaning, purpose and directions 
to everyday actions. A vision is about what you 
value the most. A vision is about the deep-rooted 
convictions within your school that describes 
the goals of teaching and learning. Quality 
of education is not objective, it is normative. 
Knowing what the collective underlaying 
values are within your school community helps 
understanding what you value in education. 

A shared vision helps you decide which 
challenges you will accept and which you will 
pass. It helps you to make difficult choices. If 
you know what you stand for, it is easier to say 
no. By saying no, you provide the space to act 
on what you believe to be important. 

A vision is like sand in the bottom of a roly-
poly doll. The doll is pushed around, but it 
always bounces back to its upright position, 
because it has such a strong value-based 
core. A vision helps making tough decisions. 
If certain activities are not contributing to the 
vision, you had better not undertake them.

If teachers feel supported in acting on 
their beliefs, if they feel they are valued 
as professionals, it can contribute to their 
collective efficacy. Collective efficacy refers to 
the collective self-perception that teachers in a 
given school make an educational difference to 
their students. Collective efficacy is the feeling 
of ‘’yes, we can!”. It concerns the beliefs that 
teachers hold about the ability of the school 
as a whole to promote positive outcomes. 
Collective efficacy is a very important factor 
contributing to high student results. 

As a school leader you play a pivotal role in 
developing and communicating this vision. You 
can encourage dialogues on goals, ambitions 
and values to help your teachers reach a deeper 
understanding of the school’s vision. You can 
give them opportunities to collaborate with 
colleagues about how best to meet the student 
needs related to that vision. Equitable leaders 
provide teachers with the time and other forms 
of support they need to further develop an 
appreciation of their responsibilities. 
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The Dutch Inspectorate sharpens its super-
vision regarding incidents of bullying, sexual 
discrimination or racism. Interview with 
Natacha Malick, Director of Policy support  
and Organization.

Why have you sharpened the focus on  
this issue?
Social safety and a pleasant school environment 
are important aspects of the quality of a school. 
Students should feel secure and safe as it is a 
precondition to learning. A positive climate in 
which students can express themselves and 
teachers set the right example also contributes 
to developing social skills. That is why the 
government challenges schools to do their 
utmost to foster the social safety of students. 
Recent education policy also focuses on the 
issue, for example by setting up an incidence 
reporting point to support parents and students 
or, in case of lingering issues, by following the 
Inspectorate’s supervision process.

In general, most Dutch students feel safe 
and like going to school. Still, incidents are 
testimonies of the importance of putting the 
schools’ policy for ensuring the safety and 
wellbeing first. Sometimes there is a fine line 
between the students feeling unsafe at school 
and experiencing it elsewhere in their lives. 
This distinction could be put into perspective 
because schools can contribute to the fostering 
of safety and wellbeing along many lines. 

Schools can act as beacons signaling domestic 
unsafety and a negative street culture, they 
can foster awareness of social tensions, and 
last but not least signal loneliness, stress and 
depression in young people. Schools cannot fix 
these problems, but in their role as constants 
in young peoples’ lives, they can contribute to 
tackling these issues. 

Monitoring is important for the Inspectorate. 
What is the purpose of the data?
The statutory duty of care calls for a safety 
policy that fits the school environment and can 
be put into practice on a daily basis. This is why 
evaluating the students’ perceived social safety 
by the school at least once a year is a statutory 
requirement. The school needs to check if the 
safety policy is fulfilling its obligation to ensure 
student safety.

The Dutch Inspectorate sees to it that 
schools carry out the monitoring process 
and adjust safety policies when needed. 
The schools benefit the most by monitoring, 
because of the gained insight into students’ 
perceived safety. Only by asking the students 
does the school know if it is on the right 
track. Furthermore, the data is used by the 
Inspectorate to verify if schools are also acting 
upon this knowledge.

Schools do not always report as they 
should. Do you see any specific reason  
for this?

A Safe Learning 
Climate
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It is customary for the inspectorate to give 
schools some time to meet new statutory 
requirements. This was the case before 
the compulsory annual monitoring and 
adapting monitoring tools also took time. 
COVID-19 also interfered, which does 
not mean that schools were not giving 
adequate attention to the wellbeing of 
students, but that keeping track of results 
was impossible to do or ultimately given 
lower priority. The situation prompted the 
inspectorate to stress the importance of 
monitoring once again. 

What policy recommendations would 
you give to educational authorities and 
schools?
It is especially important that schools 
ensure safety, diversity and inclusion. This 
entails time, expertise and appropriate 
approaches and materials. These 
prerequisites are largely within the reach 
of schools and school governing boards. 
Are the issues at stake given priority? 
Are they in focus? Is there enough know-
how and are efforts made to strengthen 
expertise? Focus on safety and citizenship 
in practice is crucial and we need each 
other to regularly remind ourselves of 
this. The acceptance of diversity and the 
ability to deal with differences results 
in an inclusive school where everybody 
is accepted. There is always room for 
improvement. It is wise to make use of 
methods that are proven to be effective 
and evidence based. A lot of know-how as 
to what is needed and how to implement 
this is available and several organizations 
can support schools in the process.  
I would advise them to make the best 
possible use of this.

Building 
the Future
In this column you will find useful 
tips to make your school community 
and premises more environmentally 
friendly. Do you have a good 
idea that you have already put in 
practice? Share it with us, so that 
more European schools can become 
greener. 

Send your tip to the editor:  
judit.horgas@esha.org

GREEN PATROL

Encourage your teachers to organize 
a task force of volunteer students 
who patrol the school premises daily. 
Set up a brainstorming activity of the 
whole school community to come up 
with ideas about what needs to be 
checked: they might want to make 
sure that taps are not dripping, lights 
are switched off, garbage is collected 
in the right bins, etc. Consider 
providing the volunteers with special 
badges or caps and discuss who 
they need to report to if they see any 
problems.
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The Mirror 
The Dutch documentary series ‘Klassen’ 
(Classes) by HUMAN showed how the Dutch 
educational system is not really securing equal 
chances for all children. Film makers Sarah 
Sylbing and Ester Gould held up a mirror that 
shook society and education. For about a year 
they followed pupils from primary to secondary 
education in the North of Amsterdam. 

The key question they wanted to answer was 
‘are schools actually making a difference’?  In 
the Netherlands the decision for secondary 
education is made at the age of 11-12, a choice 
that impacts the rest of the lives of the children. 
In the documentary we see teachers and other 
adults doing their best to support the children, 
but the home situation and social environment 
influence the youngsters’ academic success 
greatly. At the same time, the documentary 
challenges us to reflect on the expectations 
that schools and the society have toward 
children with different backgrounds.

One story showed a young child responsible 
for the ill grandparents she lives with, another 
showed parents who put enormous pressure 
on their child to get results. Some children live 
with only one parent and the parent cannot be 
there for all the needs of the child. The schools 
try to be inclusive, give room to diversity and 
want to have personalized learning paths for all 
students, but at the same time there are tests 
and curriculum outlines that force schools to 
comply with the demands of the system. The 
parents and caretakers sometimes cannot give 
children what they need mostly because of their 
personal backgrounds. Language, culture, health 
or social situation define their capabilities.

Some children have so much potential that 
cannot be met, that they get bored and lose 
interest in learning. Underperformance causes 
behavioural problems and street life seems 

more attractive or simply not going to school is 
the way out. Others need a lot of extra care and 
attention, but teachers and mentors simply do 
not have enough time and possibilities to meet 
these needs.

The filmmakers followed the students during 
the school year 2019/2020. While getting close 
to identifying what is happening to the children, 
in March 2020 COVID-19 arrived. If there has 
been one period of time that has showed the 
weaknesses of the system it was that year.

The mirror showed that equality and equity 
are not what we think or like to pretend. 
But it also showed that teachers, parents, 
policymakers and a lot of people who can make 
a difference do what they can. It asked the 
country the serious question ‘is it enough?’  
And that immediately confirms the answer.
PvH

link | human.nl/klassen/over-de-serie.html

Check out the latest HEADStart 
on collaborating with the parents!

https://bit.ly/3IGWJTj
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Save 
the Date

The next ESHA GA will be hosted by the Norwegian 
School Leaders’ Association in Oslo, before their annual 
conference. The General Assembly meeting will take place 
on the 25th of April, from 1-6:30 pm, followed by dinner. 
ESHA members are invited to listen to the key note talk by 
Pasi Sahlberg in the morning on 26th of April, 2023.

DIPS is a key annual Professional Development training 
course organised by LFEE Europe and their partners 
Interacting+. It is a highlight of the year for International 
Education and attracts 100+ participants from all over Europe 
and across all educational sectors. 

The theme of #DIPS23 is Celebrating International 
Success Together!

A key feature of #DIPS23 is “Bring Your Own Partners”! 
Participants are encouraged to invite their international 
colleagues to attend DIPS and workshops will be organised 
to support collaboration between new and existing partners.

CONTACT 
Roslynn Main | Senior Administrator | LFEE Europe Ltd  
immersions@lfee.net 

Further information and registration 
coming soon. 

If you have questions contact 
luca.laszlo@esha.org

Check out the previous conference
in Cyprus, 2022
esha2022cy.eu
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#schoolheadsmatter
European education finds itself in difficult 
times. For many years we face the challenges 
of integrating and creating equal chances for 
newcomer children caused by migrations. The 
past year it became an accelerating challenge 
to organize education for refugees from 
Ukraine who intentionally want to go back as 
soon as possible on top of the ongoing 
migrations already going on. Apart 
from curricular challenges, a 
lot of children have suffered 
traumas and need also social-
emotional care. School 
teams are still recovering 
from the hectic Covid period 
that lies behind us, while 
still facing the uncertainty of 
similar events that may occur 
once again. 

We have become aware of the 
importance of a sound inner climate 
in the classrooms with enough ventilation 
and fresh air. At the same time energy costs 
to warm the schools are exploding. In many 
countries children have fallen behind in their 
learning curves and schools need to cover 
for programs that help them. In many cases 
there is a deeper problem that need to be 
addressed, because the well-being of students 
has decreased dramatically during Covid. Many 
countries provide for budgets, but the time to 
spend it is often too short and staff to execute 
the extra programs is hard to find. Families 
suffer from the economic situation that causes 
more and more cases of poverty and more and 
more of our children lack basic life supports like 
enough food and a warm house, not to mention 
what the parental stress causes in family life. 
Every child has the right to grow up in safety. 
Right now, this is not the case. Too many 

children suffer from living in refugee camps, 
living in a warzone or living in an unsafe or poor 
home situation. 

As educators we are terribly aware of all this, 
but at the same time we need to make sure 
that we focus on what lies within our scope. 
We have to do our work within the strengths 

and limits of our abilities and accept 
that we cannot carry the world on 

our shoulders. We must carry on 
and do our job, but also keep 

celebrating all progress and 
good moments. A happy 
school atmosphere, smiling 
teachers, people who believe 
in you every day contributes 

enormously to the lives of 
children. It also contributes 

to a positive image of working 
in schools. With all that is going 

on: our profession in GREAT! We need 
resilience in keeping optimistic even when we 
see the shortage of teachers and headteachers 
is growing around us. 

This is why school heads matter so much. 
Sailing the school in rough waters, but keeping 
course and even improving the ship while 
sailing, that demands incredible leadership.  
For everybody that is not aware of it yet: school 
heads are incredible leaders! Every day they 
take care of their teachers, staff and children, 
the learning, administrative obligations, the 
buildings, the connection with educational 
partners and so on. Unfortunately, they often 
forget to take care of themselves. Let’s remind 
them and all people in education of this as 
much as we can by using this hashtag in our 
writings and multimedia: #schoolheadsmatter. 
Because the first step of improvements starts 
with awareness.
PETRA VAN HAREN


