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ABSTRACT
This study explores the desired future images of an inclusive school.
In its policy documents, Finland has been committed to goals of
inclusive education for decades; however, there are still
challenges in its implementation. By utilising futures workshops,
our research explores the factors envisioned by special education
teacher students regarding the desired future of an inclusive
school. The factors form three dimensions: structural, social, and
emotional. Additionally, certain factors were assessed to fit into
more than one dimension, which results in four overlapping
aspects of services, commitment, a meaningful school path, and
the school’s comprehensive role in the community. Our results
emphasise the systemic nature of inclusion in education, which
further reinforces the understanding of inclusion as a process.
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Introduction

This article explores factors that are considered essential by special education teacher stu-
dents in their preferred future of an inclusive school. Inclusive education is a universal
political goal, as indicated by internationally agreed-upon declarations (UNESCO
1994, 2000; United Nations 1994). Inclusive education involves equal access to education
in general and regardless of students’ individual qualities (Rizvi and Lingard 2010), and it
encompasses the presence, participation, valuing of diversity and achievement of all stu-
dents in joint environments (Booth 2011). However, the tension between the perspectives
of policy texts and practical implementations has challenged the development of inclus-
ive education from its inception (Florian 1998, 14). The definition of inclusion and the
means to achieve it are still under discussion. In our case country, Finland, there has
been a critical public discussion (e.g. YLE, 18.2.2019) of how to initiate inclusive teaching
in practice and whether it actually works equally for all students who need support. Both
in Finland and internationally (Hodkinson 2010; Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson 2006), the
concept of inclusion is contradictory and context dependent. The term is adopted from
English, and there is no clear Finnish translation. Furthermore, the perspectives of
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discussions differ depending on how the concept is understood, which has led to many
approaches to implementation.

Changes to education to align with the ideals of inclusive education have proceeded
slowly in Finland (Jahnukainen 2011). In the 2000s, an increase in the number of chil-
dren needing special education and substantial variance in the organisation of special
education between municipalities prompted special education reform and legislative
changes in 2010 (Act 642/2010; Ministry of Education 2007, 27, 58). This reform
shifted the focus to early support and preventive action (Ministry of Education 2007).
The support for schooling now consists of three stages – general, intensified, and
special – instead of the former division to general and special education. The reform
reduced state funding for the municipalities responsible for organising education and
left the implementation of inclusion vague in national guiding policy texts. Conse-
quently, constraints and factors in promoting inclusion in education relate to the
different levels of education policy and delivery.

Comprehensive inclusive educational research has been conducted since the 1990s
after the World Conference on Special Education (UNESCO 1994) led to the emergence
of inclusive education at the international level. This study advances the understanding
of the topic from a future-oriented perspective. We understand inclusion to be an endless
process of adjusting the education system to meet the needs of all learners within a single
system (Booth and Ainscow 2002; UNESCO 2005). To guide these adjustments, this
research investigates the factors that special education teacher students consider impor-
tant when imagining their preferred future of an inclusive school. By extending beyond
problem-oriented discourse while creating alternative visions of the future and assessing
their desirability (Amara 1981), inclusive environments can be more successfully planned
and implemented in education. We are perpetually shaping the future, and our study
aims to gain novel insights and deeper comprehension of the factors that are vital to
the future of inclusive education. Special education teacher students1 were recruited
for this participatory study because they possess essential, up-to-date knowledge about
inclusive education as a result of their studies. After their graduation, they will assume
a key role in implementing inclusive education, which distinguishes them as especially
interesting subjects for exploring the preferred future of inclusive education.

In this article, we first outline the contextual aspects of special education in the Finnish
educational system together with the theoretical elements of desired future visions. Then,
we explain the empirical materials and methods of our research followed by our results
with the reflections of previous studies. Finally, we discuss the implications of this article
in addition to suggestions for further research.

Finnish special education policies and practices: past and present

School reforms are influenced by cultural-historical roots. Therefore, this section briefly
reviews the history of special education in Finland. The arrangement of special education
in Finland reflects public tolerance towards people with disabilities in society. Thus, the
arrangement of special education should be viewed as part of society. The development of
special education in Finland has progressed through steps that are similar to those of
many other countries (see, e.g. Werner-Putnam 1979). Around the early twentieth
century, the students with special educational needs were marginalised by having their
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education arranged in separated settings, being released from teaching or forced to repeat a
class year (Kivirauma 2009). After the SecondWorldWar, the provision of special education
increased, and various types of special education classeswere established to formgroups that
were as homogenous as possible in segregated environments (Jahnukainen 2011).

The shift to the comprehensive school system in the 1970s and beyond entailed a tran-
sition towards an ideology of pursuing social equality with integration. Therefore, special
education became part of the standardised national education policy (Lintuvuori, Hau-
tamäki, and Jahnukainen 2017). Remedial teaching and part-time special education
became new sources of support alongside segregated arrangements (Kivirauma 2009).
Although the new basic education act in 1998 more comprehensively targeted the inte-
gration of students with special educational needs into mainstream education (Act 628/
1998), the vestiges of different eras are still present (Lintuvuori, Hautamäki, and Jahnu-
kainen 2017).

Today, the implementation of inclusive education depends largely on the municipality
or the school. The Finnish education system is currently mixed; it includes both special
schools and classes wherein all of the pupils have special needs and, in parallel, inclusive
schools and classes. Pihlaja and Silvennoinen (2020, 54) have noted that, in the Core Cur-
riculum (CC), which is the norm in Finland, the word ‘inclusion’ is mentioned only once:
‘compulsory education should be developed according to inclusive principles’ (CC 2014,
18). They found that the CC does not directly define this principle, though it extensively
discusses the values associated with inclusive education by emphasising equality, partici-
pation and communality. However, one key value of inclusive education is absent:
valuing diversity (Pihlaja and Silvennoinen 2020).

The present education policy in Finland also reflects a neoliberal ideology (Rizvi and
Lingard 2010), as policy documents address excellent learning outcomes, individual
responsibility, competition, and efficiency. However, the topics of children’s special
needs and the possibility of learning ‘less’ have been marginal and almost completely
overlooked (Ketovuori and Pihlaja 2016). Still, a slight ongoing shift is evident in
Finnish education policy. The current Ministry of Education and Culture (2019) has
highlighted that children need support at school with an education programme that pre-
sents the ‘Right to Learn’ goals. The programme stresses equality, enhanced support, and
quality. Nevertheless, it remains to be seen how the new policy ideas will be applied in the
schools and municipalities that are responsible for their implementation.

Desired future visions

This study uses a futures study perspective with the specific focus of desired future
visions. According to Gidley (1998), when talking about ‘the future’ in everyday discus-
sions, we usually perceive it as a single option. However, we can create alternative images
and thoughts of various possible events that we may encounter in the future. One concept
for examining alternative futures is that of ‘future images’ (see, e.g. Rubin 2013), which
refers to the mental representations that are directed to a future state (Nikula, Järvinen,
and Laiho 2020, 469) and, particular, expectations of the state of things after a certain
time (Bell and Mau 1971, 23). Future images, together with our expectations and
values connected to the future, play an important role in setting goals and choosing
the means of promoting them (Rubin and Linturi 2001). Future images may be
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conscious, latent or both, and they might contain contradictory elements that are ‘incon-
sistent and illogical by nature’ (Rubin 2013, 40).

Exploring alternative futures contributes to an understanding of the basis for decision-
making (Amara 1981). By forming and discussing alternative future images, we can reflect
on the desirability of the alternatives and the factors that we need to address to realise the
desired future. The concept of ‘vision’ can be used as a reference to a desirable state of
affairs in the future (Masini 2006; Wiek and Iwaniec 2014). Masini (2006) has acknowl-
edged the importance of aspirations of the present for visions of the future. The formation
of a vision is a process that calls for the emergence of choice and grounds itself in the belief
that change can occur (Masini 2006; Wiek and Iwaniec 2014). It is a value-driven endea-
vour, and the aspirations thatmotivate usmust be examined to change reality according to
specific models and ideals (Amara 1981). Furthermore, when developing a shared vision,
that vision should be desirable for themajority of people who are involved. In this process,
the elements of shared vision, positivity and normativity are involved in complex inter-
actions with one another (Costanza 2000).

Future-oriented studies of inclusion in education have been scarce. Research by
Putnam, Spiegel, and Bruininks (1995), which employed the Delphi method, concluded
that, at the time, themovement towards inclusionwould continue. Their results forecasted
education to develop to meet the needs of diverse students, however still considering inte-
gration to be grounded in individual needs (Putnam, Spiegel, and Bruininks 1995).

Several studies have explored the factors contributing to inclusion. Many scholars (see,
e.g. Tomé Fernández 2017; Yada, Tolvanen, and Savolainen 2018) have suggested that
teachers’ positive attitudes and beliefs about inclusion support an effective inclusive
school practice. Attention to teachers’ values (Väyrynen and Paksuniemi 2020) and epis-
temological beliefs about knowledge (Jordan, Schwartz, and McGhie-Richmond 2009) is
crucial prerequisite to achieve inclusion in education. However, inclusion cannot be
implemented only through classrooms, as it is linked to many international and national
policy documents, the execution of which is shaped by a wide range of contexts and tra-
ditions (Magnússon 2019).

Our interdisciplinary research is rooted in the fields of education and futures studies.
Masini (2006) has suggested that change is embedded in future visions and that the
driving forces of the change must be examined to develop the future according to
those ideals. Thus, when cultivating an inclusive school, it is imperative to address the
essential factors for accomplishing the desired goal.

Methodology

We examined the preferred futures of the inclusive school in three similarly implemented
futures workshops in Finland in 2019. Futures workshops, as a form of group work, are
deliberative meetings for analysing a focal issue, debating, and designing proposals,
visions, or solutions (Nygrén 2019). A total of 61 special education teacher students
(18% male, and 82% female) participated in the workshops. In Finland, special education
teachers in compulsory education hold a higher university degree with studies centred on
special education professional studies (60 credits; Decree 986/1998, 8a§). The module is
retrieved through an application process during the undergraduate period or after gradu-
ation with working life experience. This study was implemented during the inclusive
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pedagogy course. Prior to the workshops, students received lectures and small group
teaching on the concepts and ideology of inclusion from multiple perspectives (see,
e.g. Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson 2006; Väyrynen 2006; Booth 2011), and on the service
system and legislation from early childhood education to adulthood.

The futures workshop, which was created by Jungk and Müllert (1987) and refined by
others (see, e.g. Nygrén 2019), was selected as the method. The negative experiences of
the present stage of inclusion were viewed not as obstacles but as points of departure
for imagining possibilities and exploring new meanings to structure the images of the
future. Approximately 20 individuals participated in each of the workshops, which
were run in similar phases and instructed by the first author, who actively engaged as
a workshop facilitator. Prior to the data collection, the participants received an expla-
nation of the research project. Ethical considerations were also taken into account by
obtaining the approval of the institution as well as written consent to the research
from participants. Participants worked in heterogeneous groups of four to five people.
Each group had students from different backgrounds, including undergraduate students
in special education, undergraduate students in class teacher training, class teachers with
working life experience and subject teachers with working life experience. Accordingly,
the participants varied in age, career stage, and work experience.

The workshop model was customised for this study since the context and participants
were unique (Nygrén 2019). However, the implementation sought to follow the formula
of futures workshop theory and the steps presented by Jungk and Müllert (1987, 49–73).
The steps of the workshops were as follows:

1. Preparatory phase (all together):
. Objective: to gain a shared understanding of what we will do together
. Action: explaining the aims, and practical aspects of the workshop

2. Critique phase (in groups):
. Objective: to identify present impediments to the implementation of inclusive

education as well as reflect on and identify values that guide thinking
. Actions: gathering the current problems of an inclusive school and forming a

shared understanding of key values in the group
3. Fantasy phase (in groups):

. Objective: to discover desires and expectations for the future of an inclusive
school and increase participants’ futures awareness

. Actions: imagining a school of the future that preferably implements inclusive
teaching and education; encouraging participants to find new ways of thinking
without any limitations to approach the familiar topic in a new light and
broadly consider the actors and practices of schooling; preventing a dominating
role of any members of the group or criticism of the ideas of others during the
fantasy phase; producing posters as a tool for groups to compile their ideas and
present the output to other groups

4. Implementation phase (all together):
. Objective: to ‘return to reality’ by reviewing concrete proposals of the envisioned

ideas
. Action: presentations of the groups’ outputs and joint discussion by considering

useful ideas to integrate into the current educational system
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In addition to the research purposes, an important aim was for participants to learn by
finding, valuing and suggesting future opportunities, recognising the existence of
different options in the future, increasing their self-confidence and hope for the
future, and believing in their own decision-making abilities. The role of the facilitator
was to lead and promote the process as part of the interaction, and the research material
consisted of the written outputs of the participants as well as the researcher’s comp-
lementary field notes.

Data analysis

Since there was no clear or essential theoretical framework for the purpose of the
research, we conducted an inductive content analysis (see, e.g. Elo and Kyngäs 2008)
to capture the complexities of the phenomenon. Because the approach was interpretive,
we assigned importance to approach the topic from detailed observations to a broader
whole (Mason 2002, 150–151). The analysis progressed in phases of gradually increasing
depth. First, the material was transcribed from the posters and field notes and read
numerous times to become fully acquainted with it. Subsequently, through clustering,
the expressions were simplified and coded into subgroups. The abstraction was then per-
formed; on the basis of the classification, we generated umbrella concepts, which were
framed as dimensions that depicting the theme from distinct viewpoints.

The analysis was guided by the question of which factors special education teacher stu-
dents identify as important when imagining their preferred future of an inclusive school.
In the analysis process, coding, clustering and abstraction were carried out in several
rounds while testing ideas that emerged in the analysis. During this process, some
factors in the data were matched with more than one dimension. These factors formed
overlapping aspects that were assigned illustrative labels.

Visions of the desirable inclusive school

Figure 1 presents the results in terms of three partially overlapping dimensions and the
specific factors from which they are formed. The overlapping aspects are expressed in
boldface in the centre of the figure. The dimensions consist of the structural, social
and emotional dimensions. Each dimension contains three specific factors. The nomina-
tion of these factors sought to attentively describe both the content of the classification
and the change to the present situation. Because some factors fit into more than one
dimension, overlapping aspects were formed. These aspects contain factors from two
or all three dimensions; thus, they are not equivalent to specific factors of dimensions
but are rather combinations of the factors which were clustered into more than one
dimension. For this reason, they are called ‘aspects’ instead of ‘factors’ or ‘dimensions’.

The combination of the structural and social dimensions is ‘Services are available in
one place’, while that of the social and emotional dimensions is ‘Commitment to a
common goal’. Finally, the combination of the emotional and structural dimensions is
‘A meaningful study path’. These aspects describe different levels of schooling. The com-
bination of all three dimensions is entitled ‘The school’s role as a unifying centre of the
community’. Descriptions of the preferred vision of an inclusive school involved pupils
with and without special educational needs and their families, teachers and staff, the
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education system, and also other actors in society. The following sections introduce the
dimensions and their specific factors with quotations from the data before explaining the
overlapping aspects.

Structural dimension

The structural dimension consists of a pleasant physical environment, participatory
learning methods, and a system that enhances equality and involvement. This dimension
represents practical perspectives that participants identified in regard to necessary struc-
tural factors to promote the desired inclusion.

A pleasant physical environment was characterised as healthy and comfortable. In
contrast to the present school buildings, participants described the desired future
school as more ‘homelike’ or as a multipurpose community centre. There were several
possibilities for the preferred physical environment, which would be flexible, take a
range of disabilities into account and support every person’s well-being. The ideal phys-
ical environment would offer ‘closeness to nature’ (group 2), ‘the opportunity to move
around and relax (hammocks, sack chairs, etc.)’ (group 4), ‘modifiable spaces’ (group 7).
Facilities were also considered relevant, as the accessibility, comfort, and versatility of
the operating environment can enable a broad spectrum of activities and promote par-
ticipation. Lundahl et al. (2018) have similarly concluded that well-designed, flexible
spaces are crucial preconditions to enable positive results in both promoting learning
and increasing communication in the higher education context. Nevertheless, such per-
spective has received only minor attention previous discussions of advancing inclusive
education.

The factor of participatory learning methods emphasises that learning must be holistic
and organised flexibly to honour the individuality of students and create individual

Figure 1. Visions of inclusive school – Three dimensions and the specific factors from which they are
formed, together with the overlapping aspects.
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learning paths. The school day would be built upon flexible groups and diverse opportu-
nities for students to engage in experimental learning. Collaboration between students of
different ages and peer-learning were viewed as essential forms of learning. Participants
envisioned that ‘the basic education can be completed at your own pace’ (group 6) and
‘there is a purpose in working’ (group 1) and ‘doing together’ (group 12). They considered
emotional and interaction skills, the arts, and self-awareness to be crucial and possible to
pursue via, for instance, action-based learning. This result is particularly interesting given
that this perspective has received scarce attention in the context of inclusive education.
On the other hand, it may be interpreted as a way to support all students, which previous
research has addressed (Väyrynen and Paksuniemi 2020).

The factor of a system that enhances equality and involvement concerns all procedures
that contribute to inclusion and participation. For example, more adults with various
professional backgrounds and roles would be needed to support all the students. Admin-
istrations could work in teams, and equitable distribution of resources is preferred. Par-
ticipants imagined that the ‘school is managed by a team’ (group 9), ‘open and supportive
management’ (group 7) and ‘shared resources’ (group 8). Consistent with earlier findings
(Woodcock andWoolfson 2019), it is imperative to have structural support for successful
implementation of an inclusive school. In our study, distributive leadership was con-
sidered significant for the development of an inclusive school.

Social dimension

The social dimension consists of increased cooperation between actors, active partici-
pation and a sense of community. This dimension must be understood in a broad
sense when promoting inclusive education. Collaboration involves several actors who
are internal or external to the school. The involvement and action of families and stu-
dents are vital, as is a sense of community is important in the school’s operating
culture, which implies feelings of mutual support and unity and demands that the
views of students and their families are heard and valued.

According to the inclusive teacher profile (EADSNE 2012), core values include collab-
oration and teamwork. These elements are also emphasised in the factor of increased
cooperation between actors. Besides co-teaching, multidisciplinary work was high-
lighted, which includes a range of actors, such as teachers, school assistants, school
health care personnel, therapists, welfare officers, and actors in the third sector.
Sharing knowledge and working in teams were especially preferred, which further sup-
ports Väyrynen and Paksuniemi’s (2020) claim that teachers excel by sharing the work-
load through collaboration. This factor is evident in the mentions of ‘co-teaching and
shared expertise’ (group 7), ‘planning together’ (group 11) and ‘work community actors:
bringing different services close to the school’ (group 14). This interesting result is consist-
ent with previous literature (Robinson 2017) and underlies the need to move away from a
culture of working alone in classrooms towards a more collaborative pedagogy. More-
over, the result reveals that an inclusive school requires a wide range of actors as well
as more shared responsibility and collaborative problem-solving amongst all the actors
in connection with students and their families.

The factor of active participation prioritises active involvement of students in the
decision-making of the school. Collaboration with parents was framed as an educational
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partnership that values the expertise of families. Participants envisioned ‘involving stu-
dents in the daily planning of the school’ (group 2), where ‘students have the opportunity
to influence’ (group 12) and ‘parents and grandparents are involved in the daily life of the
school’ (group 13). A concrete activity in one’s community strengthens the sense of mean-
ingfulness and belonging (Raivio and Karjalainen 2013). Likewise, the involvement of
both students and their families is a contributing factor in the preferred inclusive
schooling.

In the factor of a sense of community, the school is perceived as part of its surrounding
community. This factor includes community support and shared responsibilities. The
participants described the school as ‘a meeting place for families’ (group 5) and a ‘mutually
supportive work atmosphere’ (group 12). These results suggest that a school community
that shares a sense of community through team spirit and openness has a higher
chance of successfully delivering inclusive education. Although the community is
implicit in inclusive values (Booth 2011), it has not been directly acknowledged in exist-
ing studies. However, the feature could be interpreted as belonging to the school climate
and culture, which has been highlighted (Tomé Fernández 2017). Still, it is important to
precisely specify the elements of the culture and atmosphere; in this respect, the current
study contributes to previous knowledge.

Emotional dimension

The emotional dimension strongly relates to well-being and presence together with
experiences of meaningfulness and competence. It consists of three factors – appreciative
presence, serenity and well-being – and is characterised by humanity and a focus on
strengths.

In the factor of appreciative presence, the value of student diversity and a respect for
their personalities are key elements. This view was seen to come true in the situations of
encountering. Participants referred to ‘compassion; positive atmosphere’ (group 11), ‘lots
of (hourly) resources to meet families’ (group 2), ‘encountering the student every day’
(group 8) and ‘nothing unequal (e.g. that someone falls into a different group)’ (group
10). In this context, any exclusion was denied. Some groups advocated for removing
any concept that signals difference. For example, they argued that the term ‘special
class’ and even that of ‘inclusion’ are unnecessary because they are stigmatising. This
makes a question whether the concept of inclusion is narrowly understood to involve
only the participation of students with special educational needs in mainstream edu-
cation if the term ‘inclusion’ is condemning. If so, this study supports evidence from
prior observations that the concept itself is problematic (Hodkinson 2010).

The factor of serenity conveys that the everyday life of the desired inclusive school is
unhurried and flexible. Inclusion is supported by a peaceful atmosphere. The participants
described ‘serenity’ as offering ‘time for students, e.g. for chatting’ (group 11), ‘time to
create a peaceful atmosphere’ (group 15) and ‘flexible school day’ (group 13). Thus, suc-
cessful inclusion in education would seemingly require more tranquillity and flexibility
in the schools’ operating culture. One obstacle in the present day is an overwhelming
sense of hurry in society. This phenomenon applies not only to the implementation of
inclusion but also, according to the Finnish Evaluation Report of the Curriculum
2014, to the achievement of curriculum content objectives, which is partly hampered

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF INCLUSIVE EDUCATION 9



by urgency and a lack of joint discussion (Venäläinen et al. 2020, 4). Teachers face
pressure about what is needed and should be taught in schools (Bateman 2012), and
there is perhaps excessive emphasis on cognitive aspects. This phenomenon may be
one reason for the frequent marginalisation of efforts, such as inclusion, which seek
deeply rooted change.

Emphasis on well-being centres on features which increase psychological well-being,
such as positivity and a focus on strengths and joy. Relevant remarks highlighted the
well-being of teachers, which is enhanced by work supervision, continuous training,
and self-development. Participants cited ‘continuous development’ (group 2) and ‘work
atmosphere: encouraging, enabling, inspiring – mutually supportive’ (group 12). Pro-
fessional competence is vital to the realisation of inclusion (EADSNE 2012). This view
may be intertwined with well-being in that a sense of ability to perform one’s work
increases comfort and motivation and, in turn, well-being.

Overlapping aspects

The label of ‘services are available in one place’ indicates that the needs of students and
families should be extensively addressed with a wide range of activities. For example,
after-school activities and various professionals should be available on school premises
to support the students and families. Participants recommended ‘various specialists
under one roof’ (group 8) and desired that ‘the school would also be open to students
outside of class, in the mornings and afternoons. Then there would be freer action’
(group 10). Such viewpoint dictates that the school’s operating culture should extend
beyond only matters of learning and teaching. The desired state of an inclusive school
requires structures and working conditions that support collaboration and involvement.

Commitment to a common goal is characterised by efforts towards shared educational
responsibility, openness, and respect for individuality, and diversity, wherein all parties
are committed to a common approach. Participants encouraged ‘shared educational
responsibility’ (group 3) and envisioned that ‘the school staff is passionate about their
work and supportive of a common goal. Time will be set aside for a joint discussion.’
(group 10). It is critical to formulate a shared vision in schools that specifies common
goals and objectives, especially when promoting inclusion.

The aspect of a meaningful study path conveys that the organisation of learning and
teaching should be founded on emotionally significant factors, such as experiencing
meaningfulness in one’s learning, individual learning, a holistic perspective for learning,
and adults’ support for students. Participants recommended ‘reducing bureaucracy: more
time to plan cross-curricular study modules and encounter the student’ (group 9) and ‘more
adults supporting individual learning paths’ (group 5). This aspect emphasises equality
and the human side of schooling by prioritising the pursuit of well-being over money
in the organisation of education.

The school’s role as a unifying centre of the community suggests that the school
should not be a separate ‘island’ but rather a community that connects people in a
novel way. The participants described it as ‘more than just a school’ (group 10) and as
an ‘open wellness centre’ (group 5). From this perspective, a school is not simply a
place for teaching and learning – it can also be a key part of the activities of the
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surrounding community. This viewpoint should be incorporated into efforts to attain the
desired future of an inclusive school.

Discussion

This study analyses key factors for the desired future of an inclusive school in terms of
three dimensions and four overlapping aspects. Participants expressed a broad under-
standing of inclusion as a promise of quality education and training for all (Booth
2011; Messiou 2017). The dimensions reflect the multidimensional reality of the pre-
ferred future of inclusive education, which reinforces the notion of inclusion as a
process (Azorín and Ainscow 2020).

The findings reveal an intriguing conceptualisation of the systemic nature of inclusion
in education and related school reforms, as the factors in inclusive education are multi-
leveled and interact in numerous ways. Our results evidence that the preferred future of
an inclusive school involves interdependencies whereby structural, social, and emotional
dimensions are interlinked. There is a tendency to address issues of inclusion as either
problems that individual students or teachers encounter or issues of education policy
– thus, as separate, non-connected entities (Moberg 2003). The school, as an organis-
ation, influences the students’ experiences of themselves as both learners and individuals.
When students enter school, they bring a frame of based on societal phenomena (Baum
2002). Thus, at school, students and teachers are connected daily, but there is also a wider
network of influences. Societal zeitgeist affects the school institution; if the surrounding
society values competition and individual success, it may be challenging for inclusion,
which supports disadvantaged individuals, to materialise in the school context. There-
fore, inclusive education cannot be viewed as independent of society.

While we are aware of the limitations related to the generalizability of qualitative
research and the limitation of the research group to special education teacher students,
the findings of this study indicate at least three practical implications. First, the results
depart from the traditional notion of a school, including its policies and their implemen-
tation. Even though the visions of participants seem to partly reflect the image of
inclusion within policy texts, they also present a third image that does not correspond
to the views in policy or the current practical implementation of inclusion. A preferred
future frames the school as participatory on many levels: the teacher is not alone with one
class, and parents and other societal actors have a role that is more active than that of a
bystanders.

Second, this work further clarifies the need to reform school structures. Schools need
to embrace more open interaction with the surrounding society, but advancing beyond
the traditional role of the school requires changes. Inclusion in education combines
various stakeholders who need to produce a shared vision and commitment to a
common goal to collectively promote an inclusive school in their desired direction. Lea-
dership has an essential role in promoting inclusion (Azorín and Ainscow 2020). We
complement this finding by suggesting distributed leadership and organised adminis-
tration teams. Furthermore, the participants in our study referred to a more even distri-
bution of resources. This recommendation does not necessarily entail a constant increase
in resources but rather a reconsideration of how and where they are directed.
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Third, the desired future of an inclusive school is strongly linked to well-being. Our
study recognises the importance of encouraging participation and communality in
school environments. Both team spirit in the school and the heavier involvement of
the surrounding community in school activities can enhance experiences of relevance
and well-being. The sense of urgency, as an ongoing challenge, might be alleviated by
focusing on social and emotional factors through, for instance, facilitating collaboration
and allotting more time to appreciative encounters. Likewise, in line with Foshay’s cur-
riculum matrix (1991), increased attention to the use of spaces to maximise accessibility
and comfort of the physical environment can positively affect people’s well-being and
possibilities for participation.

This study provides new insights to inclusion in education by providing viewpoints of
futures studies that have been scarce in the field of education. Likewise, futures thinking
has not commonly been used in the training of the special education teacher students.
The time span, how far to the future the visions are supposed to reach, was not given,
but it could have helped some participants with the visioning. In addition, questions
designed to facilitate visioning might have laid assumptions embedded and direct think-
ing in a certain direction. However, the results contain elements that were not mentioned
in questions or in the definition of inclusion.

Notably, the term ‘preferred future’ can support alternative understandings of who a
situation is desirable for. The same applies to the concept of inclusion. According to
Moberg (2003), there are power relationships in discourses of inclusion, which may be
used to maintain the prevailing structures. Therefore, in order to gain more insight
into the future potential of inclusive schools, a considerable amount of further research
should be done with extended stakeholders such as pupils and their families, teachers in-
service and leaders, other school staff and health care representatives. It would be also
worthwhile to test the relevance of the dimensions developed in this study in real-life
contexts to explore how the desired futures can be implemented in practice, and
whether our results are comparable to other countries and school systems.

Note

1. In Finland, to educate as a special teacher is possible for class- and subject teachers who have
already a master’s degree and work experience. The other way to educate is to study special
education teacher studies at the same time when doing master’s degree either in class teacher
education or in special education subject.
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