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ON DEFINING AN INCLUSIVE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

Suntsova Alexandra
Udmurt State University, Russia

Introduction. Implementing inclusive education is a systemic innovation that covers major areas of educational
organizations’ activities. This innovation is based on the current social policy of the state, it is legislated as the one
providing equal access to education for all learners, taking into account the diversity of their special needs and unique
capabilities. However, inclusive education development is characterized by a high degree of instability and uncertainty
of its semantic, conceptual, and technological components. The concept of inclusion itself has not yet been thoroughly
investigated as a constructive idea in Russian society, both at the level of theoretical understanding and at the level of
professional self-awareness of practicing educators. It can be said that this concept is being explored through trial and
error. This arises from the lack of theoretical and methodological basis, absence of a unified approach, strategy and
model for implementing inclusive practices with due regard to the unique ways the Russian education system
develops. It is critical to shape an inclusive approach which would give a scientific and theoretical basis for studying
and modeling a learning environment. It is also necessary to formulate reasonable, experimentally verified guidelines
and ways to organize inclusive practices in educational organizations.

The research problem. In scientific and methodological literature, inclusion is mostly presented as a
philosophical idea, a strategy of social and education policy, a set of features that characterize the idea of inclusion,
but not as a well-defined category of pedagogy. “As inclusion is interpreted in different ways, it is difficult to formulate
a universal definition, this is why different and often contradictory ways of its practical implementation emerge.” [7,
1259]. In real life, all aspects of education are accumulated in the educational setting, and the changes are reflected
there. Transforming learning environment in a way that would include children with special needs involves many
aspects, some of which are discussed in the works by N. A. Myodova, L. E. Oltarzhevskaya, O. S. Panfyorova and
others. However, the scientific definition of inclusive environment as an integral whole, a systematic object of study
and a scheme to be implemented is yet to be provided.

Analysis of current research and publications related to the problem. The scientific sources show that
inclusive education may be interpreted in a narrow way and broadly. In a narrow sense, inclusion is considered only
as inclusion of children with special needs into the mainstream education process, with the necessary accessibility
conditions provided (N. N. Malofeev, N. M. Nazarova, V. I. Lubovsky). In a broad sense, inclusive education is
studied in the context of social justice, shared worldview, values of democracy and equal access to cultural legacy [8].
It is understood as developing a system of general education that overcomes labeling children according to their social
status and abilities [1]; education with conditions that provide full participation, high-quality education and support
for everyone [2]. We share the approach of L. Florian and N. Linklater who see inclusion as the development of
alternative pedagogy which includes finding strategies to support each student in such a way that everyone can
participate in community activities [5]. On the part of the teacher, this involves overcoming stereotypical attitudes
towards children based on their abilities and giving flexible responses to situations of trust-based communication [4].
This can be achieved through implementing inclusive practices into learning environments and applying the main
principles, requirements, and tactics that are necessary to let various groups of students participate in learning and
social activities together.

The research purpose conducted within the framework of the article is to identify the key theoretical and
methodological concepts of the inclusive approach to modeling the environment of an educational organization and
to formulate a definition of an inclusive learning environment on their basis.

The scientific novelty of the research lies in offering methodological guidelines for researching and modeling
inclusion in an educational organization and defining an inclusive learning environment at two levels (the level of
values and concepts and the operational level).
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There are different approaches to studying the concept of learning environment. It can be seen as the network of
global knowledge together with information and communication systems; the learning setting of a certain state or
region; a way to characterize different levels of education; and the environment of an educational organization.
Bearing in mind that these aspects are interconnected, the primary focus of this paper is on analyzing the environment
of an educational organization.



The existing scientific definitions of learning environment are not controversial and can complement one another.
Most of them are close to V. A. Yasvin’s interpretation. He sees environment as “a system of influences and conditions
of personality formation, as well as opportunities for its development that social, special, and content characteristics
of the setting provides” [9]. Not only can environment become a resource for development, but it can also cause
deprivation if some crucial social and psychological needs of an individual are not met (E. B. Laktionova, 2010).
Therefore, the focus of this study is on the quality of the environment, its integral indicators include emotional well-
being and emotional security of each individual, the capability of the environment to provide a successful personal
growth.

Definitions of environment usually emphasize the features that can be observed in the actual world, such as the
objects that physically surround individuals and mediate their social development. Becoming involved into an
environment, people absorb its culture, are influenced by it, and use the objects and resources it contains. At the same
time, they determine its values, its content and the processes it includes. They change the environment so that it reflects
the goals they set and develop themselves through actively interacting with the environment. Thus, understanding the
concept of an “acting individual” becomes essential to the interpretation of environment.

In this respect, it is important to consider the definition of environment given by E. I. Isaev and
V. I. Slobodchikov. According to them, “the very emergence and existence of a learning environment is driven by
acting individuals who are involved in the educational process as bearers of the culture” [6, 420]. The environment is
not something set in advance and never changing since. It begins “where a teacher meets a student. At this meeting,
the acting individuals begin to design and build the learning environment together as a subject and a resource for the
learning process” [6, 90].

The issue of the acting individual is particularly relevant for defining an inclusive learning environment.
Implementing inclusive practices is currently associated with significant difficulties that even highly experienced
teachers face. Educators need to overcome the existing behavioral patterns and absorb flexible and versatile techniques
adapted to a wide range of special needs that students may have. Teachers are acting individuals who “build” the
learning environment, so they need to master new ways to solve the issue of tailoring the individual “learning routes”
for students in an inclusive social community.

These ideas help to outline a set of theoretical approaches to defining an inclusive learning environment:

- The learning environment of an educational organization is incorporated into that of a region and, consequently,
that of a country. Its functioning depends on external factors. This means that only a systemic change will make the
implementation of inclusive practices in individual educational organizations successful. However, it also has to be
borne in mind that acting individuals shape the environment. Therefore, a qualitative change in the environment is
caused by adopting inclusive values and focusing on internal transformation.

- An inclusive learning environment cannot be established without forming a culture where each person’s
distinctions are respected. The acting individuals’ commitment to accepting dissimilarities and uniqueness of each
person is crucial to foster the sense of identity, openness, and positive attitude towards oneself and others.
Dissimilarities are understood as characteristic features of a person that need to be taken into account in the course of
interaction of any type. They are not perceived as obstacles to participating in activities or communicating with others,
but as a resource for everyone’s development.

- The inclusion of heterogeneous groups of students into the learning environment initiates flexibility, variability,
and adaptability of its parameters if the acting individuals share suitable values and concepts. For all that, the
environment not only satisfies the needs of an individual; the individual’s educational and sociocultural needs are also
shaped and transformed in the process of interacting with the environment and actively overcoming difficulties.

- The environment has to contain resources available to each of its members. The resources are mobilized by
acting individuals through their actions for the sake of personal development. Interacting with each other, these
individuals modify the environment according to their needs and ambitions.

- The environment contains resources that supply several types and levels of support for students, parents,
teachers, and specialists, depending on the difficulties that arise. This support is aimed at unlocking each individual’s
potential, launching the process of self-improvement and thus solving any problem. Additional healthcare demands
are made of the inclusive learning environment as physical and mental conditions of the students may vary.

- An environment is an intrinsically valuable, stable, and cohesive structure that is bound to time and space.
However, it is also open to self-modification, and therefore it is an ever-evolving and dynamic system. Changes in the
environment need to be correlated with established conventions. A balance needs to be found between the long-
standing principles that have proven to be effective and innovation introduced in response to the challenges of our
time and the needs of the environment’s members, both social and personal. In practice, this means identifying how
inclusion should be regulated in a learning environment and what its boundaries are.



Thus, the issue of determining the essence of an inclusive learning environment has at least two interconnected
levels: the level of values and concepts (comprises the worldview, the culture and the inclusive values) and the
operational level (comprises the practice of inclusive teaching). The first consists in implementing inclusive teaching
strategies. The second specifies the criteria for an inclusive environment, according to which it operates and can be
organized and evaluated.

At the level of values and concepts, an inclusive learning environment can be defined as follows: it is a part of
the sociocultural environment which is actively created by the acting individuals involved in the educational process;
it comprises a variety of existent and potential resources for engaging everyone in shared activities; it suggests
communication adapted to specific needs and opportunities of each individual aimed at mutual development and the
creation of a community based on shared culture and values.

At the operational level, the definition of inclusive learning environment involves indicating its features as a
system: accessibility on the level of building construction; sufficient supply of the necessary materials and equipment
for the educational process and availability of assistive technology to meet the needs of the students; constant
professional support provided to the students; curriculum adaption and the use of adaptive approaches to teaching and
communication; encouraging involvement and participation and ensuring that events in the environment are
accessible; methodological support provided to educators; proper execution of relevant local laws that protect the
rights of children and their families to fully participate in the educational process, to get the necessary support, etc.

Both levels of analysis are interconnected and aimed at identifying significant factors and objectives to
adequately organize the learning process and activities that the members of an environment are engaged in. They also
help to assess the degree of inclusion that an organization has achieved. In practical terms, developing methods for
diagnostic assessment of inclusive practices implementation is particularly relevant. Its results will be key to moving
the process forward. Today, forming global approaches to understanding inclusion in education and developing tools
for its assessment are a major issue that the expert community seeks to tackle [3].

Conclusions, prospects for further research suggestions. The issue of inclusion in education is related to
social justice, and its novelty and complex systematic nature require profound research into both methodological
foundations for the process and its practical implementation techniques. The prospects of this study lie in
rationalization of the inclusive approach to learning environment design. This approach makes it possible to develop
a framework and strategies for flexible response to shifts in social situations and students’ diverse needs.

K ITPOBJIEME ONPEJAEJIEHUS CYIITHOCTH MHKJIIO3UBHOM OBPA3OBATEJILHOM CPEJIbI
CyH1uoBa Ajekcanapa
Yomypmeruii cocyoapcmeennuiii ynusepcumem, Poccus
AHHOTAINSA

B crarbe paccMaTpuBalOTCS TEOPETHKO-METONOIOIMYECKHE aCIIEKThl 00pa30BaTeIbHOH MHKIIO3MH. OTMEYEHO, YTO Cpeau
MHOTI'OYHCIICHHBIX PAaKypCOB HCCIIEAOBaHUS AAHHOH MPOOJIEMBI, BOIPOC METOIOJIOINYECKOro 0OOCHOBAHHS OCTACTCsl HAUMEHee
npencraBieHHbIM.  [lenb myOnMKanMM — BBIJENUTh METOHOJIOTMYECKHE YCTAaHOBKM K  ONPEACNICHUIO HHKIIO3MBHOW
00pa3oBaTeNbHOM cpeibl KaKk 00bEKTa HayYHOr0 UCCIICA0BAaHUS U MOACIUPOBAHUSA. AKLICHT CTaBUTCS Ha CyOBEKTHOM IOAXO/E K
TPAKTOBKE CpPEJibl, COIJIACHO KOTOPOMY CYOBEKTHI HE TOJBKO HCIIBITHIBAIOT BIUSHHE OOBEKTUBHBIX CPELOBBIX ()AKTOPOB, HO W
COBMECTHO KOHCTPYHPYIOT Cpely, OIpPEIENAIOT €€ LEHHOCTHO-COJepKaTeIbHble M IIPOLECCyabHbIe XapaKTePUCTHKH,
Pa3BUBAIOTCS CaMU B IIPOLIECCE aKTHBHOrO B3auMozelcTBusA. Ocoboe 3HaueHne CyObEeKTHBIH MOAXO0A MPUOOPETAET B CUTYaLUX
OCBOCHHSI HHHOBAIIMOHHBIX IPOLECCOB. MHKII03UBHOE 00pa3oBaHKe TPeOyeT CUCTEMHBIX M3MEHEHHUH BCeX IapaMeTpoB cpe/ibl Ha
OCHOBE CIEAYIOIIUX METOAOJOIMYECKUX YCTAHOBOK: CTPATErust pa3BUTHS HHKIIO3MBHOH KyJIbTYpbl, B KOTOPOH pa3inyus
YYaCTHUKOB YBAXKAIOTCS W ILIEHATCS; IOJNOKEHUS O TI'MOKOCTH, BAapUATHBHOCTH, AaIalTHBHOCTH MapaMeTpOB CPEIbl, YTO
00YCIIOBJIEHO I'€TEPOreHHBIM COCTABOM 00YYAIOLIMXCsl; TOHUMAHHUE PECYPCOB CPEeIbl KaK CUCTEMBbI MHOIOYPOBHEBOH MOIEPIKKH,
HaIlpaBJICHHOH Ha PaCKPBITHE IOTEHIMANA JINYHOCTH; YTBEPIK/ICHHE aKTUBHOCTH CAMUX CYOBEKTOB B OpPIraHU3AIIMKH BOSMOXKHOCTEH
Juist 6e30aphepHOro B3aUMO/ICHUCTBUSL.

Vcxonst M3 NpOBEICHHOrO aHajiM3a, B CTAaThe JAHO OINpEJeNIeHHEe HHKIIIO3MBHOH 00pa3oBaTENbHON Cpelpl: 3TO 4acTh
COLIMOKYJIBTYPHOH PeasbHOCTH, KOHCTPYHPYEMO CyObeKTaMu 00pa3oBaHMs KaK MHOr000Opa3ue aKTyalbHbIX M MOTEHIMAIBHBIX
pecypcoB Uil BOBJICUCHHUS B COBMECTHYIO JIEATEIBHOCTh M OOLIEHHE KaXKAOTrO COrJIACHO MHIMBUIYaJbHBIM OCOOCHHOCTSIM H
BO3MOJKHOCTSIM B LIEJISIX B3aUMOPA3BUTHS, IOCTHIKEHHS KYJIbTYPHO-LIEHHOCTHOH OOIIIHOCTH €€ y4acTHUKOB. JlaHHOE ompezesieHue
TpeOyeT ONepalMoOHAIU3AIMH Ha OCHOBE BBIJICTICHHS 1apaMETPOB U KPUTEPHEB MHKIIO3UBHOCTH CPEJIbl, B COOTBETCTBHHU C KOTO-
PBIMH OHa OpraHu3yercs, QyHKIMOHUPYET, OLlEHUBaeTCs. B cTaTbe caenaH BbIBOJ O HEOOXOIMMOCTH pa3pabOTKH HHKIIFO3UBHOIO
TOJIX0/1a KaK TeOPETHKO-METO/I0IOIHUECKOH OCHOBBI HCCIEJOBAHNS U MOJICITIMPOBAHHS HHKITIO3UBHBIX TIPOLIECCOB B 00pa30BaHUH,
MpaKTHYECKask 3HAYMMOCTh KOTOPBIX 00YyCIIOBIIeHa HOTPEOHOCTHIO NPAKTUKK B ()OPMUPOBAHMU HAy4IHO BBIBEPEHHBIX CTPATEIr Uil 1
TEXHOJIOTHH JOCTH)XCHUS PeabHON BKIIOYCHHOCTH B CPE/Ty YYaCTHHKOB C PA3IMYHBIMU 00pPa30BaTEIbHBIMU MOTPEOHOCTSIMH.

KioueBble ci10Ba: WMHKIIO3MBHOE OOpa3oBaHHe, OOpa3oBaTelbHAas Cpela, HHKIIO3MBHAs 00pa3oBaTellbHas Cpena,
HMHKJIIO3UBHBIHN ME€1arorndeckui mpouecc.
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