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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this review is to further our knowledge about what 
is meant by inclusion in research addressing the topic. While it is 
common to remark that inclusion is defined in different ways in 
research, few attempts have been made to map and analyse different 
types of definitions and whether there are patterns to be find in how 
the concept is used. The 30 most cited journal articles from a North 
American and a European research arena were selected for analysis. 
Each article was analysed in relation to genre, theoretical tradition and 
inclusion concept used. The review yielded several important results. 
To name a few, a divide was identified between position articles, 
with developed discussions about and analyses of the meaning of 
inclusion, and empirical articles, where inclusion signifies that children 
with disabilities are placed in the mainstream. In addition, writing 
within a critical theoretical tradition was much more common among 
positional papers. Further, both arenas are dominated by Anglo-Saxon 
researchers. It is argued that the conceptual confusion characterising 
the field impedes its development.

Inclusion has emerged as the key word in relation to the education of pupils with disabilities 
or in other kinds of difficulties in schools and classrooms. In fact, the whole research field is 
at times defined in terms of inclusion or similar concepts. In a similar vein, inclusion has 
increasingly come to be used as a key concept in policy and practice in this area (e.g. UNESCO 
1994). At the same time, it is common to point out that inclusion is defined in a number of 
different ways (e.g. Artiles et al. 2006). However, there is a lack of reviews that map and 
analyse what is meant by inclusion in research in order to discern different definitions and 
patterns of use. The purpose of the present review is to accomplish this which differentiates 
this review from prior reviews of research about inclusive education (see e.g. Artiles et al. 
[2006], Lindsay [2007] and Nakken and Pijl [2002] for a few of several earlier reviews).

There have always been pupils who have had problems fitting into the workings of 
schools. In the present paper, we well refer to this group as pupils in difficulties, that is, we 
believe that the difficulties should not be considered as solely characteristics of the pupils 
but rather as something that arises in the interaction between pupils and schools. This 
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heterogeneous group of pupils is identified in different ways in different school systems 
(Ridell 2008). It encompasses children who only need some extra help in learning to decode 
the alphabet to children with profound disabilities. A system of special education has been 
established in Western countries to support this group of pupils. Special education has been 
realised in different ways in different times and countries. The borders between the two 
systems are constantly negotiated, and there is no clear and uniform way to establish exactly 
where one system ends and the other begins. Special schools are usually considered an 
almost archetypical sort of segregated solution that is firmly distinguished from the 
mainstream system.

During the 1960s, the importance of merging these two systems was voiced. The concept 
of ‘integration’ was used as a buzzword for this movement, which was firmly based on a 
human rights agenda. It was argued that the mainstream should open up in order to make 
it possible for children with diverse needs to be part of regular education. The Education for 
All Handicapped Children Act (1975) in the US and The Warnock Report (1978) in Great Britain 
were steps taken to merge the two systems. However, there were subsequent disappoint-
ments regarding the lack of adequate changes within mainstream education, and several 
commentators wanted to accelerate the development towards more integrated practices 
(for an influential example). The word ‘inclusion’ emerged in the late 1980s (Skrtic 1991) in 
order to replace its forerunners and to accelerate the process and it has undoubtedly been 
successful. Thus, internationally, not least through the endorsement by many countries of 
the Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action on Special Needs Education (UNESCO 
1994), inclusion is more and more often used to denote what was previously referred to as 
special education. In a similar vein, inclusive education has emerged as an important research 
area. Consequently, it has become important to analyse the emergence of the research about 
inclusive education, given its expansion and importance to (special) educational practice, 
not least the central aspect of what is meant by inclusive education in this research.

Approach

Thus, we want to analyse what is meant by inclusion in research. Inclusion is a phenomenon 
that is studied all over the world. However, we have chosen to focus on North American and 
European research because this is where the concept emerged. The reason for separating 
the two arenas is that prior research has observed that North American researchers do not 
publish a lot in European journals, and vice versa (Nilholm 2006). We are using an approach 
that we have developed ourselves which we label SMART, which stands for Systematic 
Mapping and Analysis of Research Topographies. SMART builds upon an analysis of the most 
influential research in a field (in this case research about inclusive education). A broad 
mapping of the field is made with some aspects analysed more deeply. Due to limits of space, 
we will just be able to provide the data from the SMART analysis which has a direct relevance 
with regard to the overall purpose of this paper, i.e. to analyse what is meant by inclusion 
and find patterns in how the concept is used (for a more elaborate account of SMART, see 
Nilholm, 2017, submitted).

To identify the most influential research within each arena, we have chosen to analyse 
journal articles because they are a form of publication with acknowledged importance and 
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for which a fairly objective measure of impact can be obtained. Prior research has shown 
that asking leading researchers in a field for key texts yields to a large extent non-overlapping 
proposals (Mcleskey 2004). Journals were identified as belonging to a particular arena 
depending upon the composition of editors and editorial boards/associated editors, as fol-
lows: (a) when Europeans constituted more than 50% and North Americans less than 20% 
of the editor(s) and editorial board/associated editors, they were categorised as European 
journals; (b) the reverse pattern led to a journal’s being classified as North American. 
Information about the composition of editor(s) and editorial board/associated editors was 
gathered from each journal’s website.

The inclusion criterion was topical relevance: the journal articles were to be about inclu-
sion in educational environments (preschool/school/adult education) and were to concern 
children/students/adults in school difficulties.

Articles from the North American arena were searched for in Web of Science. We used 
the single keyword inclus* in the abstract, title and keywords in the topic field for WoS. One 
search was limited to educational research and the second one to special education. The 
searches were not limited to a particular age range. A first selection of the 40 most cited 
articles on the North American arena was made by reading the titles and, in cases of uncer-
tainty, also the abstracts. After reading through these, the 30 most cited answering up to 
the inclusion criterion were chosen for further analysis. The searches were made in the spring 
of 2015.

We initially searched for articles from the European arena in Web of Science. However, 
few articles from the European arena were to be found implying that Scopus would be a 
more appropriate database to search for European articles. The search words we used was 
inclus* AND education in the abstract, title and keywords in the topic field. Using the same 
strategy, as for the North American arena, a first selection of 40 articles was made. Reading 
through the list of articles, we found that no articles from European Journal of Special Needs 
Education were represented in the sample, which seemed a bit surprising. We therefore 
made another search limiting it by adding European Journal of Special Needs Education in 
the source title topic field. The 40 most cited articles were chosen and the two lists were 
combined to get a sample of the 30 most cited articles in the European arena. These searches 
were made in the spring of 2016. However, the articles were chosen on the basis of number 
of times cited up till the last of December 2014, to make it comparable to the sample from 
the North American arena.

The total sample of articles is displayed in Table 1 for the European and in Table 2 for the 
North American sample.

Coding and analysis of articles

As a first step, background data (number of authors, sex, country, year of publication, name 
of journal) were extracted and the genres of the articles were determined. Each article was 
categorised with regard to genre, topic, method, theoretical tradition and inclusion concept 
used. Due to limitations of space, we will focus on the mapping of genres, theoretical tradi-
tions and inclusion concept used. Moreover, the latter aspect will be analysed in depth.
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Genre was categorised using the following mutually exclusive categories:

• � Articles reporting original empirical research.
• � Reviews. Articles where the focus is review of research rather than a particular point 

argued in relation to the field.
• � Positional articles. These articles present a normative position. A positional article often 

encompasses policy analysis and analysis of empirical research, but these aspects are 
subordinated to the main purpose of arguing an evaluative position vis-à-vis the field. 
Typically, no explicit format for review of earlier research is presented. It should be 
noted that articles may have appeared in review journals or may have been labelled 
as reviews by the author/s (e.g. by using the word review in the heading of the article) 
without being categorised as such here.

• � Other. Methodological and theoretical articles (i.e. articles with an explicit theoretical 
purpose), analysis of policy, etc.

Theoretical tradition was coded according to one of three mutually exclusive traditions: 
functionalism, the interpretative perspective and the critical perspective (cf. Burrell and 
Morgan 1985; Habermas 1987). Functionalism is the tradition closest to natural science 
involving attempts to find law-like connections between different variables and often involv-
ing, more or less explicitly, organic metaphors. The knowledge interest (cf. Habermas 1987) 
is technical in the sense that solutions to problems are searched for. Articles within this 
tradition adhere to a consensus view of society (Burrell and Morgan 1985). The interpretative 

Table 1. Most cited articles in the European arena.

Article Number of times cited in Scopus
Avramidis and Norwich (2002) 225
Lindsay (2007) 101 
Norwich and Kelly (2004) 83
Vislie (2003) 78
Barton (1997) 78
Lightfoot, Wright, and Sloper (1999) 78
Slee (2001a) 71
Farrell (2000) 68
Slee (2001b) 61
Terzi (2005) 60
Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson (2004) 58
Croll and Moses (2000) 57
Forlin (2001) 55
Forlin et al. (2009) 55
Carrington (1999) 55
Evans and Lunt (2002) 54
Ferguson (2008) 53
Avramidis and Kalyva (2007) 50
Sharma, Forlin, and Loreman (2008) 49
Norwich (2002) 49
Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson (2006) 48
De Monchy, Pijl, and Zandberg (2004) 48
Ainscow et al. (2003) 47
Romi and Leyser (2006) 47
Frostad and Pijl (2007) 44
Clark et al. (1999) 44
Hemmingson and Borell (2002) 44
Maras and Brown (2000) 41
Humphrey and Symes (2010) 37
Cole (2005) 37
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perspective, on the other hand, rests on qualitative data and has its roots in phenomenology 
and hermeneutics. The main knowledge interest (cf. Habermas 1987) within this tradition is 
to understand the meaning that actors ascribe to phenomena. The critical perspective, finally, 
rests upon a conflictual view of society and a quest for social justice for marginalised groups. 
The knowledge interest here is emancipatory (cf. Habermas 1987).

Inclusion concept was categorised according to which of four definitions dominated in 
the particular article. The four definitions are based on an analysis of inclusion research lit-
erature in which the following four definitions were discerned (Göransson and Nilholm 2014): 
(a) placement definition – inclusion as the placement of pupils with disabilities/in need of 
special support in general education classrooms; (b) specified individualised definition – 
inclusion as meeting the social/academic needs of pupils with disabilities/pupils in need of 
special support; (c) general individualised definition – inclusion as meeting the social/aca-
demic needs of all pupils; and (d) community definition – inclusion as the creation of com-
munities with specific characteristics (which could vary between proposals). Each category 
subsumes the preceding one. The placement of children with disabilities is part of definitions 
b and c, but additional criteria are added at the each level. The notion of ‘meeting the social/
academic needs’ in definitions 2 and 3 is a rather general formulation that can be operation-
alised in different ways (see e.g. Nilholm and Alm 2010). The formulation implies that the 
social/academic situation of pupils is beneficial, e.g. that the pupils state that they feel as a 
part of the group, feel secure in the class, feel that they are learning and participating in the 
activities of the class and that they reach the knowledge goals.

Table 2. Most cited articles on the North American arena.

Articles Number of times cited in WoS
Fuchs and Fuchs (1994) 225 
Scruggs and Mastropieri (1996) 174 
Emmer and Stough (2001) 95
Baker and Zigmond (1995) 79
Brantlinger (1997) 76
Avramidis, Bayliss, and Burden (2000) 74
Haring and Breen (1992) 70
Laushey and Heflin (2000) 69
Riehl (2000) 68
Bricker (1995) 65
Hunt and Goetz (1997) 65
Artiles (2003) 60
Patton et al.(2006) 60
Kavale and Forness (2000) 58
Sale and Carey (1995) 58
Vaughn, Elbaum, and Schumm (1996) 57
Danoff, Harris, and Graham (1993) 56
Marks, Schrader, and Levine (1999) 55
Scruggs, Mastropieri, and McDuffie (2007) 54
Hunt et al. (1994) 52
Odom (2000) 52
Harrower and Dunlap (2001) 51
Salend and Garrick Duhaney (1999) 51
Villa et al. (1996) 51 
Lipsky and Gartner (1996) 47
Rea, McLaughlin, and Walther-Thomas (2002) 45 
Pivik, McComas, and Laflamme (2002) 44
Waldron and McLeskey (1998) 44 
Stanovich and Jordan (1998) 43
Humphrey and Lewis (2008) 40
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There are, of course, other ways to define inclusion. One approach is to define inclusion 
as something that is beneficial for children in difficulties, regardless of where they get their 
education. Under such a definition, it can be argued that special schools are inclusive. 
However, Göransson and Nilholm (2014) proposed that the emergence of the inclusion 
concept involved the abolishment of segregated educational placements; thus, the 
placement criterion is part of all four definitions. Three of the articles involved studies in 
which inclusion did not involve placement of children in difficulties in mainstream settings 
and thus fell outside of our categories.

Six articles from each arena were randomly selected, and the genre, theoretical tradition 
and inclusion concept used were categorised independently by two coders. Only three 
categorisations out of 36 differed between the two coders, one each for genre, theoretical 
tradition and inclusion concept used. The different codings, none of which appeared in the 
same article, were discussed. All codings made are available from the authors upon request.

Results

What genres do the articles belong to?

In the European arena, seven of the articles were categorised as positioning articles. Four 
articles were categorised as ‘other’ with regard to genre; these articles were concerned with 
policy analysis, methodological issues and theoretical issues (2 articles), respectively.

In the North American arena, 22 of the articles are reports of empirical research, of which 
6 are reviews. Eight were categorised as positioning-articles. None of the articles on the 
North American arena fell into the Other category.

Categorisation of theoretical tradition

A striking feature in the sample of articles is the lack of headings such as theory and theo-
retical points of departure. It should be pointed out that several articles involve a lot of 
theorizing, even though this may not be marked by a specific heading. As shown in Table 3, 
functionalism is found within two out of every three articles in the whole sample, and articles 
written within the interpretative perspective are rare. The critical perspective is to be found 
in 13 articles considering the entire sample and is clearly more common in the sample from 
the European arena.

Looking at theoretical tradition in relation to genre is quite revealing (Table 4). The critical 
perspective dominates the genre of positional papers, where two out of three articles are 
written within the critical perspective. Empirical articles including reviews are, on the other 
hand, dominated by functionalism (82%), and only two empirical articles are written from 
within the critical perspective. The interpretative perspective is found in seven articles, all 
of them reporting empirical research.

Table 3. European and North American articles in different theoretical traditions.

Arena

Tradition

Functionalist Interpretative Critical
Europe 20 1 9
North America 21 4 5
Total 41 5 14
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How is inclusion defined?

We will first describe how we have categorised different meanings attached to the word 
inclusion. Such a deep description is necessary when working with qualitative distinctions. 
Our system makes such distinctions between four different understandings of inclusion, 
which we will thus exemplify and discuss. We will illustrate how different uses of inclusion 
involve different logics. Finally, we will show how the meaning of inclusion is related to the 
genre of the articles.

In several articles, there are shifts in the meaning given to inclusion. In the classification 
of those articles, the genre of the article played a part. Shifts in meaning in positioning 
articles could occur, for example, between argumentative parts of the text and in discussions 
of empirical research. In such cases, more weight was given to the argumentative parts 
because those were considered the focus of the article. For articles reporting empirical 
research, the opposite line of reasoning applied. It should be pointed out that the classifi-
cation of the inclusion concept used in the articles was far from undemanding and involved 
coordination by two researchers with a great deal of experience within the research field.

We will proceed by illustrating the categories. To begin with, we will present and discuss 
the articles that are dominated by a community definition of inclusion (D) or definitions that 
involve the social/educational outcome for all pupils/pupils in problematic situations (C, B). 
Finally, we will discuss and illustrate category A, which, we will argue, involves a different 
logic than categories B through D. It should also be noted that three articles fell outside the 
scope of the classification system since they did not encompass the placement criterion.

Barton (1997), who exampifies category D, is an early proponent of the view that inclusion 
is about all pupils’ rights to participation:

Inclusive education is about responding to diversity; it is about listening to unfamiliar voices, 
being open, empowering all members and about celebrating ‘difference’ in dignified ways. From 
this perspective, the goal is not to leave anyone out of school. Inclusive experience is about 
learning to live with one another. (233f )

Barton (1997) writes comparatively at length about what inclusion means (232–235). He 
points out that inclusion is defined in different ways and argues that the concept has been 
watered down and used as a new name for old thinking. Barton points out that the way 
inclusion is defined is not only a semantic issue but also has to do with fundamental political 
and ideological commitments. Further, he maintains that a linguistic critique of special needs 
education is necessary because the language within this area reflects outdated thinking. He 
proposes a radical and encompassing inclusion concept which concerns all pupils but also 
has implications outside of the educational context. He suggests that inclusion is connected 
to participatory democracy. In this way, Barton (1997) is almost unique in the sample by 
linking inclusion to a specific form of democracy. It is clear that inclusion, in Barton’s view, 

Table 4. Genre in relation to theoretical tradition in the whole sample.

Genre

Tradition

Functionalism The interpretative perspective The critical perspective
Position 5 – 10
Empirical (including reviews) 33 5 2
Other 3 – 2
Total 41 5 14
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involves much more than moving children with disabilities/in need of extra support into the 
mainstream.

An elaborated definition of inclusion, which was categorised as C, is provided by Villa  
et al. (1996). They developed a test, the Heterogeneous Teacher Survey (HETS), to measure 
attitudes towards inclusive education. The respondents were asked take a stand on whether 
they considered the following statements to be true or false:

• � All children belong (zero reject) in general education classrooms in their neighbour-
hood schools.

• � The needs of all students can be met in general education through technical assistance, 
team teaching, administrative support and collaboration with parents, students, related 
service personnel, educators and community members.

• � General educators and special educators are coequal partners who share responsibility 
for the education of all children in their school.

• � General educators and special educators acquire new skills through collaboration, train-
ing and experience with children who present challenges.

• � Everyone benefits from heterogeneous educational practices.
• � Schools must be restructured to facilitate role redefinition and make it all right for 

students to have individual academic and social goals.
• � The body of decision-makers in schools must be expanded to include teachers, students 

and community members.
• � Attitudes change over time due to successful experiences (Villa et al. 1996, 36, fig. 1).

This exemplifies a definition in which inclusion means that every child attends a main-
stream school and receives adequate support. Important factors that are identified are, for 
example, team teaching; administrative support; cooperation with parents, pupils and others; 
integration of regular and special education; and democratic decision-making. It is not alto-
gether clear which factor is considered most important in defining inclusion. Some factors, 
such as team teaching, seem to be a means to inclusion. The need to create communities is 
not mentioned; rather, the individual pupil’s right to a quality education is foregrounded. 
Hence, the definition by Villa et al. (1996) is categorised as C. It is also worth noting that the 
language critique that Barton (1997) endorses does not seem to be subscribed to by Villa  
et al. (1996), who suggest that words such as ‘special educator’ can be used within an inclusive 
school.

The article by Villa et al. (1996) was actually categorised differently by the two coders. 
One coder put more weight on the research questions as formulated by Villa et al. (31):

• � What is the relationship between the teacher role (general or special) and attitude 
towards the inclusion of children with disabilities in general education classrooms?

• � What is the relationship between background and experience and the attitudes of 
general education teachers and administrators towards the inclusion of children with 
disabilities in general education classrooms?

• � What is the relationship between the background and experience and the attitudes of 
special education teachers and administrators towards the inclusion of children with 
disabilities in general education classrooms?
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It is obvious that the placement definition (category A) is used here, but since the 
questionnaire is so central to the data collection, we finally decided to place the article in 
category C.

Hemmingson and Borell (2002) are concerned with barriers to inclusion for pupils with 
disabilities. They suggest that the participation in class activities of this group of children is 
a defining aspect of inclusion, i.e. if there are barriers to participation, the social/academic 
needs of these pupils are not met and the environment cannot be characterised as inclusive. 
We thus placed their article in category B. In comparison, the questionnaire by Villa et al. 
(1996) was concerned not only with children with disabilities but with the situation of all 
children and thus categorised as C.

The sample is dominated, however, by a placement definition of inclusion. In several 
articles, inclusion is used synonymously with mainstreaming and/or integration: ‘… in pro-
viding evidence regarding educational practice with particular reference to inclusive edu-
cation/mainstreaming’ (Lindsay 2007, 2), and ‘A substantial proportion of the responses to 
the issue of inclusion or integration could be summarized …’ (Croll and Moses 2000, 5).

If inclusion is considered to indicate only where the child receives education, it is then 
logical to ask what the consequences of inclusion are. This is an important difference in 
relation to definitions B, C and D, where a placement is considered inclusive only when 
children’s social/academic needs are met. In other words, the well-being of the pupils is a 
defining characteristic of inclusion under B, C and D, rather than one of several possible 
effects of inclusion. Sometimes researchers mention factors (such as team teaching or func-
tional support) that should be present in order for a placement to be considered inclusive, 
and it is not always clear whether these are part of the definition of the concept or are viewed 
as necessary prerequisites for inclusion to be achieved. However, where such prerequisites 
are underscored, we have coded the article as category B or C, depending on the other 
characteristics of the definition employed, since it is obvious that those researchers do not 
consider placement in itself to be inclusion. When inclusion is defined as placement, however, 
it becomes reasonable to ask about the effects of inclusion, as is evident in the title of two 
of the articles: ‘Educational psychology and the effectiveness of inclusive education/main-
streaming’ (Lindsay 2007), and ‘The effects of inclusion on the social functioning of students 
with learning disabilities’ (Vaughn, Elbaum, and Schumm 1996).

It is very important to be clear about what is meant by inclusion when asking for different 
groups’ views of inclusion. Although Villa et al. (1996) used a definition categorised as C 
when investigating views of different groups, the placement definitions dominates almost 
entirely in articles asking for views on inclusion: ‘16 items measured and so on pre-service 
teachers’ attitudes towards including learners with social, physical, academic or behavioral 
difficulties’ (Forlin et al. 2009, 198), ‘For example, the scale included statements like: Inclusion 
offers mixed group interaction which will foster understanding and acceptance of differences’ 
(Avramidis, Bayliss, and Burden 2000, 282–283).

Questions about professional groups’ views on the inclusion of children in different types 
of difficulties almost presuppose a placement definition. Avramidis et al., in the citation 
above, ask whether teachers believe that inclusion will give rise to interaction between dif-
ferent groups of pupils. Thus, it becomes an empirical issue of what effect inclusion (as 
placement) will have. It t would be peculiar to ask about views on inclusion if inclusion is 
defined by the fulfilling of academic/social needs. Given definitions B–D, it is perfectly rea-
sonable to ask e.g. teachers if childrens’ social/academic needs are met in a better way than 
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before but strange to ask about their view about something that be definition is something 
good (meeting social/academic needs).

It is obvious that the way inclusion is understood is related to the genre of the articles 
(Table 5). Empirical articles dominate the sample, and by far the most common use of inclu-
sion in these articles, including all of the reviews, is placement (A). On the other hand, almost 
half of the positioning articles use a community definition of inclusion. Nine out of fifteen 
positioning articles are dominated by an understanding of inclusion as involving the creation 
of beneficial situations for all children.

One difference between the two arenas is that there are more positioning articles involving 
a placement definition in the North American arena (three vs. one). One hypothesis which 
needs further examination is that the inclusion concept tends to glide towards a placement 
definition (A) when one approaches empirical research. This implies, for example, that we 
would expect articles classified as positional or that focus on policy analysis to drift towards 
a placement definition when discussing empirical research (e.g. Artiles et al. 2006; Vislie 2003). 
The reverse would be the case for empirical research (e.g. Avramidis and Norwich 2002).

Discussion

It is obvious from the above analysis that there is a lack of clarity concerning the definition 
of inclusion. This is even more troublesome given that the concept is being used to define 

Table 5. Inclusion concepts in different genres.

Note: Four articles were coded as other for genre, and an additional three articles were not coded with regard to inclusion 
concept.

Genre

Inclusion concept

TotalA B C D
Empirical (including reviews) 32 4 2 – 38
Positional articles 4 2 2 7 15
Total 36 6 4 7 53

Table 6. Aspects of inclusion interpreted from different concepts of inclusion.

Aspects

Inclusion concept

A (placement) B, C and D
The effects of inclusion An empirical issue Effects are inscribed in the concept
Professional groups’ attitudes towards 

inclusion
An empirical issue Since inclusion is defined as 

something generally good (to fulfill 
social/educational needs), 
questions concerning attitudes 
become misplaced

The inclusiveness of environments An environment is inclusive if children 
with disabilities/in difficulties are 
placed within it 

The inclusiveness of an environment 
has to be investigated (are social 
and academic needs met?)

Level of inclusiveness at the system 
level

The number of children with 
disabilities/in difficulties who are 
placed in regular classrooms

How well social and academic needs 
are met; absence of segregated 
education

Level of inclusiveness at the individual 
level

Talk about levels is misplaced; 
either-or phenomena

A child can be more or less included 
depending on how well social/
academic needs are met; below a 
certain point the child cannot be 
viewed as included
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research and practice. Different concepts of inclusion convey different logics with regard to 
how different aspects of inclusion are viewed (Table 6).

Agreement within a research field concerning how basic concepts are to be understood 
is, of course, desirable. In the light of this, it seems extraordinary that the definition of inclusion 
varies so much between articles and at times also within the same article. There is a rather 
naïve idea that maturity of a research area lies within its ability to discern empirical regularities. 
We would suggest, contrary to this, that it is more important to have clear definitions of basic 
concepts and models. We found what could be described as a conceptual divide between how 
the concept is most often used in positional articles and how it is used in articles reporting 
empirical research. Thus, with a few exceptions, inclusion is not defined at levels B through 
D in the empirical research but is instead understood as indicating placement, that is, where 
education takes place. In several of these articles, inclusion is used synonymously with its 
forerunners, mainstreaming and integration, and inclusion becomes just a new name for 
traditional special-needs research. This should be contrasted to the radical and critical dis-
course that dominates among the position articles. We want to point out that this lack of 
conceptual clarity is problematic regardless of which inclusion concept one puts forward. It 
is unsettling when it appears as if the same phenomenon is analysed when it is not.

It seems that the proposed classification system renders it possible to capture essential 
characteristics of the material. This is not to suggest that there are no other classification 
systems available. Also, we believe that an analysis tied to a closer reading of the text than 
in our more comprehensive analysis might reveal nuances in the material that do not emerge 
in our approach. For example, it is obvious that it is difficult at times to understand what is 
meant by inclusion in specific parts of the articles. It would be interesting to do a closer 
analysis of what purposes such textual vagueness may serve. An additional example of a 
topic for future analysis concerns the emergence of linguistic variants such as genuine inclu-
sion and ‘inclusion’. Moreover, as has already been stated, there are shifts between different 
conceptual understandings within articles.

The most important conclusion of the present review concerns the necessity to be clearer 
in research about what is meant by inclusion both more generally but also in specific parts 
of papers. Even if not studied here, it seems most reasonable to believe that such conceptual 
confusion is to be found in other contexts. While most educational systems and many schools 
and teachers aim for more inclusive practices, it seems necessary to specify more exactly 
what is meant by this. As for now, it even seems reasonable to suggest the possibility that 
the discourse of inclusive education might have at times turned our attention away from 
more concrete analyses of how the needs of children with disabilities/in need of special 
support is best met.
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