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Towards an ecological model of inclusive practice for children with special educational
needs in Vietnam: perceptions of primary school teachers

Abstract

Despite a high prevalence of special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) in primary
school children in Vietnam, initial teacher training (ITT) and continuous professional
development (CPD) for SEND is underdeveloped and largely inaccessible. This paper reports
on a UK-Vietnam collaborative project that aimed to explore the views, perceptions and
experiences of primary school teachers in Vietnam regarding ITT and CPD for SEND. We
present findings from an online survey with 96 primary school teachers at different stages of
their careers, from a diversity of schools and locations across Vietnam. Findings draw
attention to the challenges of inclusive practice and opportunities for development in this area
of professional practice. A surprising finding from the analysis of qualitative open questions
was the notion of professional love from teachers towards children and families. Drawing on
ecological systems theory, this paper establishes an ecological model of inclusive practice for
SEND in primary schools in Vietnam and makes recommendations for the development of
international SEND practice more broadly.

Keywords: Special educational needs and disabilities; inclusive practice; ecological systems
theory; professional love



Introduction

This paper reports on a study into inclusion, diversity and SEND in primary initial teacher
training (ITT) and continuous professional development (CPD) in Vietnam. According to
UNICEF (2017), the number of people with special educational needs and disabilities
(SEND) globally lies somewhere between 180 and 220 million, this represents about 15% of
the world’s population. Estimates of the number of children aged 14 years and below who
have SEND range from 93 million (UNICEF, 2013) to 150 million children globally
(UNESCO, 2018).

Various studies show that the incidence of disabilities among children is significantly higher
in developing countries (Waitoller and Articles, 2013; Clampit, Holifield and Nochols, 2004).
Currently, statistics on children with disabilities in Vietnam are not up to date. The most
recent statistics according to UNICEF (2018: 3) indicate there are 2.79% of Vietnamese
children aged 2-17 with disabilities, of which 2.74% are between the ages of 2-4 and 2.81%
of children aged 5-17. About 2.94% of children in rural areas and 2.42% of children in urban
areas, 2.62% of Kinh children and 3.48% of children of other ethnic groups have disabilities.
Regarding gender, about 3.0% of boys and 2.57% of girls have disabilities. The difficulties
experienced by these children are mainly hearing, vision, upper-body mobility, lower-body
mobility, communication and cognition. However, only 55.5% of people with disabilities
aged 5-24 who are attending school are exempted from tuition fees; schooling opportunities
for children with disabilities aged 5-14 years old living in multi-dimensionally poor
households are about 21% lower than that of children without disabilities. The attendance rate
of children with disabilities is higher in primary school (81.7%) than secondary school
(67.4%) or high school (33.6%). There is some contemporary data from the Vietnamese
General Statistics Office (Hai et al., 2019) from the first, large scale, detailed survey ‘the
Vietnam Survey on People with Disabilities’ between late 2016 and early 2017. The survey
covered all 63 provinces of Vietnam and included 35, 422 households with results indicating
a total of 7.06% of the population (aged 2 and above) as having a disability, and within this
2.83% of children aged 2-17 (Hai et al., 2019). In discussing the statistics, Hai et al. (2019)
specify that the figures focus solely on those individuals with what can be considered
moderate to severe learning disabilities, with those with mild disabilities, such as learning
disabilities, omitted due to a lack of recognition at State-level of such conditions as a
disability. Despite this high prevalence of SEND, teacher education to support inclusive
practice is limited, as discussed later in this paper and illuminated in the findings from this
study.

The study reported on in this paper is one of six collaborative research projects that were part
of the research development and innovation strand of a wider project funded by the World
Bank, ‘Enhancing Teacher Education Programme’ in Vietnam. The project involved
collaboration between a group of experienced teacher education researchers from (third and
fourth authors) in the UK and a group of teacher educators and post-doctoral researchers from
a range of universities across Vietnam. The underpinning ethos of the programme was to
create an open and collegiate space for sharing practices that recognised and valued
contributions across different cultures, diverse traditions and experiences. It offered its
participants the opportunity to explore these and the contributions they make to the
production of knowledge and practices in teacher education in both Vietnam and the UK,
addressing key challenges and areas of common interest in the professional lives of both
groups of participants that emerged from collaborative discussion at the start of the
programme. Methods for this study included an online survey for practising primary school
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teachers and in-depth interviews with a sample of the survey respondents. In this paper we
focus solely on the results of the online survey in which close to 100 primary school teachers
participated.

In working towards the aim of this paper, namely to develop an ecological model of inclusive
primary school practice for children with SEND in Vietnam, we have framed our literature
review around some of the key issues in developing inclusive pedagogies and educational
provision more widely. We begin with an overview of the international literature, before
exploring more closely the context of SEND and inclusive education in Vietnam.

Inclusive practices and SEND provision in mainstream schools from international
studies

Research in the area of SEND provision in mainstream schools points to challenges faced by
teachers related to the responsibility placed on them to meet the individual learning needs of
all students, and uncertainties around the need for special pedagogical approaches for
children with SEND (Thomas and Loxley, 2001). Rix et al.’s (2009) systematic literature
review raised questions from teachers regarding the lack of in-depth and practical evidence
for effective pedagogical approaches to use with children with SEND. Some practical
recommendations for teachers were suggested by Rix et.al. (2009) including: reconsidering
pedagogical approaches with children with SEND in terms of a wider learning community in
which all children and other practitioners are part, rather than the teacher as a sole actor.
Additionally, the community learning approach should comprise flexible groupings and roles,
have participation at their core, and have a teacher who is adaptable in their teaching
strategies and curriculum. Added to this, Rix et al. highlight the way that the reviews support:

The importance of social engagement in enhancing the academic and social
inclusion of children with special educational needs and highlight a social
constructivist perspective as being significant. Teachers need opportunities to
explore and reflect upon this view of learning and to develop pedagogies
which use, monitor and develop pupils’ social engagement, both as an end in
itself, and as a way of facilitating the development of knowledge (Rix et al.,
2009: 94).

Such pedagogical aspects are supported by another synthesis of literature concerning the
social inclusion of children with SEND in mainstream classrooms by Sheehy et al. (2009: 2)
that identifies five emerging themes, including: the ‘pedagogic community’; ‘social
engagement’ as being ‘intrinsic to pedagogy’ and ‘the means through which student
knowledge is developed’; ‘flexible modes of representing activities’ that make learning
accessible to a diverse community of students; ‘progressive scaffolding of classroom
activities” and the ‘authenticity of classroom activities’. Sheehy et al. (2009) emphasise an
integral community aspect to teaching, with the teacher part of a wider teaching and learning
community that informs a shared model of how children learn, underpinned by meaningful
activities for the student, and a clear understanding by the teacher of why and how they teach
particular curricula subjects.

Drawing examples of inclusive education in mainstream schools from a Portuguese context,
Alves et al. (2020: 281) highlight three necessary pillars for the development of inclusive
educational approaches including ‘access to, participation in, and achievement in education
for all children and young people’. Alves et al. (2020) also critique the challenges in the
development of inclusivity for children with SEND in mainstream schools: including issues
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of monitoring achievement at the student and system levels, and wider challenges related to
investment in schools, such as learning resources and teacher education and development.
Regarding the latter aspect of effective inclusive teacher education for students with SEND in
mainstream schools, Robinson’s study identified that ‘where practitioner development
involves critical-theoretical, reflexive, research-oriented collaborations among a professional
learning community, practitioners become more confident and skilful in enacting inclusive
practice’ (2017: 1). Robinson (2017) found that the most effective teacher development in
this context was rooted within school-Higher Education partnerships as opposed to ‘on the
job’ training models preferred by policy makers in England and more widely.

Whilst in the studies critiqued above, inclusive education and special education are
considered together in the context of mainstream schooling, Hornby argues that they are
based on different philosophies and are ‘increasingly regarded as diametrically opposed in
their approaches’ (2015: 237) and considers the need to be aware of their alternative views of
education for children with SEND. Hornby’s study presents a theory of inclusive special
education ‘that comprises a synthesis of the philosophy, values and practices of inclusive
education with the interventions, strategies and procedures of special education’ (2015: 238).
Hornby (2014) concludes that the development of inclusive special education needs to make
transparent the vision and guidelines for policies, procedures and teaching strategies that will
facilitate the provision of effective education for all children with SEND.

Rix et al.’s (2013) systematic international literature review, combined with empirical
research including a detailed analysis through a survey of policy and practice in ten countries,
and a series of interviews in four countries, found a lack of coherence internationally in
approaches to supporting students with SEND. Rix et al.’s study foregrounds opportunities in
developing this coherence including ‘a reconceptualisation of the class and the management
of class resources, and the role that key personnel can play in creating links between diverse
services’ (2013: 1).

Vietnam SEND policy: historical context

Vietnam is guided by international legislation to ensure the right to go to school for children
in general and children with disabilities in particular (Le, 2013) for example, the World
Declaration on Education for All (1990), The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child (UNCRC), The Dakar Framework for Action (2000), Biwako Millennium Framework
for Action (Asian dan Pacific Decade of Disabilities Persons 2003-2012), The United Nations
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNRPD, 2014).

Education for people with disabilities in Vietnam may be said to have started in the second
half of the 19" century with the creation of a specialised school for deaf children (Hai et al.,
2019). Since then, Vietnam has created a range of opportunities for children with a wide
range of disabilities to receive an education. Since the 1990s, the focus has been on the
adoption of inclusive education models for children with disabilities. Indeed, Hai et al. state
that ‘Vietnam also is the most inclusive, in terms of the education of children and youth with
disabilities, of all the Asian countries’ (2019: 257).

At a national level, The National Law on Disability (6/2010) ensures persons with disabilities
have the same opportunities as other citizens. However, there is further protection of the
rights of people with disabilities. For example, a Law on Children (2016) and the Education
Law (2019) which protects children against bias and discrimination and provide education
rights respectively.



Although Vietnam’s legal documents have paid great attention to children with SEND, there
is still not enough information and implementation guidelines to ensure the above mentioned
rights. The Government of Vietnam has also issued relevant legal documents. In 1995, in
Decree 26/CP, the Vietnamese Ministry of Education and Training (MOET) became
responsible for managing schools for disabled children. Then, in 2002, MOET established a
steering committee responsible for advising the Ministry on implementing specific initiatives
concerning children with disabilities in Vietnam (UNICEF, 2017). Eight priorities were
identified:

1. Continue to encourage and support school attendance by children with disabilities;
2. Investigate the educational needs of children with disabilities;
3. Plan and implement measures to foster and train special education teachers;

4. Guide and direct the provision of education for children with different kinds of disability,
and unify the provision of special education teaching services across different types of
schools and classes nationally;

5. Managing programme content and the evaluation of relevant books and educational
materials for children with disabilities;

6. Propose policies regarding the education for children with disabilities;
7. Develop regulations on the management and direction of inclusive education; and
8. Enlisting international support for educating children with disabilities.

More recently MOET’s comprehensive January 2018 Decision 338 Education Plan for
People With Disabilities (see Hai et al, 2019: 260) builds upon the previously cited goals and
increases inclusive education targets for 2020 to:

1. Seventy percent of preschool and school-age (i.e., elementary and secondary) students with
disabilities accessing quality equitable education,

2. Fifty percent of all educators and administrators having received professional learning
experiences to successfully educate students with disabilities,

3. Forty percent of the 63 provinces having an operational Center for Inclusive Education
Development resource center providing schools with technical assistance and training, and

4. One hundred percent of provincial governments fully aware of and initiating
implementation of national guidelines and regulations on the education for persons with
disabilities

Challenges for Special Education in Vietnam

Lack of professional identification of disabilities, appropriate interventions, and support in
the early years has hindered the chances of children with disabilities to access to education in
mainstream schools. Nearly 70 per cent of primary school-age children with disabilities in
Vietnam do not attend school. Most pre-primary, primary and lower secondary schools do not
have appropriate facilities for children with disabilities. Teachers have not been trained to
ensure inclusive teaching environment and they do not have adequate skills to identify and
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provide necessary interventions to address the needs of children with disabilities (Nguyen Thi
Thanh Huong, 2016). A new general education programme has been implemented. However,
the development of a special education programme for children with disabilities and a
supportive education programme for children with disabilities has not yet begun to develop.
Only 1 in 7 teachers have been trained in teaching pupils with disabilities. Textbooks and
teaching materials for children with disabilities have not been prepared simultaneously with
the new general education curriculum issued in 2018. Furthermore, schools having suitable
facilities and toilets for children with disabilities are only 2.9% and 9.9%, respectively
(UNICEF, 2018: 16).

Training about inclusive education and the education of children with disabilities is a critical
factor in promoting career-oriented education for children with disabilities in particular
(Brown, 2016; UNESSCO, 2009). Teachers need to be fully conversant about the range of
disabilities students may have, and about the ways in which they should adjust their teaching
and the curriculum to meet the needs of these children (Brownell et al., 2010). A UNICEF
report in 2015 addressing eight provinces in Vietnam showed that most teachers reported
were not being permitted to attend training courses on inclusive education, special education,
or childhood disabilities (UNICEF, 2015). Over two-thirds of the teachers surveyed had no
access to inclusive education training and 73% of them reported that they received no help to
improve their skills and abilities. In contrast, education administrators were permitted to
attend inclusive education training programmes, though about one-third of them reported that
they had not done so.

Hai et al (2019: 263) proposed six principles to sustain development of inclusive education in
Vietnam:

Principle 1: People with disabilities are the center of sustainable development

Principle 2: Policies supportive of inclusive education underpin inclusive practice
Principle 3: Human resource development is essential for sustainable development
Principle 4: The overall quality of school environments must be examined and improved
Principle 5: A system of support services is essential for sustainable development

Principle 6: Collaboration and coordination is needed among internal and external
organizations.

Interestingly within these principles, the characteristics and skills / resources of teachers are
not mentioned, although they do mention human resource development. These principles are
presented by Hai et. al., (2019) in a star configuration which places people with disabilities at
the centre of the star. This is consistent with an ecological system approach to inclusive
education.

Our theoretical framework: Ecological systems theory — making human beings human

The context (or environment) in which children grow, develop, and learn is a useful
analytical framework for contextualising this paper. Children grow and develop in a social
and cultural context influenced by the bi-directional interactions and relationships within and
between the environments they inhabit. Their learning and development is therefore socially



and culturally constructed through interactions and relationships with others in environments
where meanings and languages are shared, as summarised by Bronfenbrenner (2001: 6965):

Over the life course, human development takes place through processes of
progressively more complex reciprocal interaction between an active, evolving
bio-psychological human organism and the persons, objects, and symbols in its
immediate external environments. To be effective the interactions must occur
on a fairly regular basis over extended periods of time.

This suggests the concept of the engagement of an active child with their environment and a
view that the application of inclusive education environments can improve the course and
context of development (Bronfenbrenner, 1974; Lerner, 2002) allowing the study of what is
development to what could be development (Bronfenbrenner, 1993). Through an examination
of the characteristics of environments most proximal to a child (microsystems) and linkages
between them (mesosytems) as well as those most distal (macrosystems), the environments
that influence but do not directly involve the child and linkages between them (exosystems),
such as a parent’s workplace over time (chronosystems) the Bronfenbrenner (1979) model
has been utilised as a tool of analysis for the findings in this paper.

This study
Aims and questions

The project reported on in this paper explored the views and experiences of teachers in
primary schools in Vietnam in relation to inclusion, diversity and special educational needs
content in ITT and CPD programmes.

Research questions

e What are the experiences of teachers in urban and rural primary schools of initial teacher
training and continuing professional development to support inclusion, diversity and
special educational needs in Vietnam?

e What does SEND and inclusive practice look like in primary schools in Vietnam?

e How can practicing primary school teachers be better supported in the classroom to
develop more inclusive provision for children with SEND?

e What should be included about inclusion, diversity and special educational needs in ALL
teacher education programmes in Vietnam?

Research methods

A qualitative, interpretive approach was adopted using mixed methods of an online survey
and semi-structured interviews. Using mixed methods allows for the benefits of quantitative
approaches to gathering demographic contextual data whilst also drawing on individual
experiences through qualitative data. An online survey was designed and circulated primary
school teachers in one area of Vietnam. The survey was designed and written in Vietnamese
and answers later translated into English using project partners and online translation tools.
The online survey was practical in view of distance and the pandemic and helpful in
capturing a relatively large number of responses that were used in qualitative ways. This was
strengthened with six semi-structured interviews from a small sample of survey respondents.
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The survey comprised a combination of closed questions related to teaching experiences as
well as open questions designed to elicit more information. This paper reports on survey
findings only

Ethics

Guidelines of the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018) informed day-to-
day conduct and ethical standards. Approval was sought from (Authors University ethics
committee) for review of ethical issues related to the study as a whole. All data collection
tools were co-written by colleagues from Vietnam and the UK and translated into Vietnamese
by colleagues in Vietnam. Data were collected by colleagues in Vietnam then translated into
English to allow co-analysis and co-writing for papers. The survey questions were guided by
a review of the literature and previous knowledge of colleagues in Vietnam of matters of
concern to teacher educators in Vietnam in relation to inclusive practice.

Participants were briefed and provided with an information sheet prior to completing the
survey explaining the nature, purpose and planned dissemination of the study. Participants’
right to refuse to participate or to withdraw was explicitly stated and at all times respected. A
guarantee of confidentiality was provided and anonymity maintained at all times. No links
between participants and locations are made in this paper to further secure anonymity.
Pseudonyms have replaced names and establishments where necessary.

All research participants were treated equally regardless of gender, colour, ethnic or national
origin, (dis)ability, socio-economic background, religious or political beliefs, trades union
membership, family circumstances, sexual orientation or other irrelevant distinction.

Findings
Demographics

Responses were received from 96 primary teachers (more than 91% female) from all over
Vietnam, of which 71 (74%) came from public school and 25 (26%) from private school
contexts. Respondents were mostly from urban and rural areas (89, more than 92%), with
only a small amount from semi-rural (4, 4.2%)and mountain areas (3, 3.1%). The
respondents were from a wide age range, from less than 30 to over 51 years old. 72 (75%) of
respondents had trained in primary school and their teaching experience extended from less
than 2 years to more than 20 years.

ITT and CPD for Inclusion, Diversity and SEND

Related to inclusion, diversity, and SEND, only 4 (4.2%) of respondents were trained in
SEND and 14 (15%) attended related courses after their initial training. However, it was
notable from the survey results that a large number of respondents appeared to not clearly
understand what inclusion, diversity and SEND are as 55 (57%) affirmatively answered the
question of whether they had attended additional courses related to issues of inclusion,
diversity and SEND and 17 (18%) appeared to misunderstand the question regarding the
diverse learning environment as their responses related to course on topics other than
SEND. This may indicate a lack of proper initial training as well insufficient opportunities to
attend teacher training related to these aspects.

Courses attended by participants



The courses attended by participants have been grouped together under the following
categories:

e Curriculum topics

e Pedagogy

e Teaching Standards

e Inclusive/special education/diversity

e Teacher wellbeing

e Child development topics

e Working with parents

e National defence and security training (compulsory training in Vietnam)
e Masters programme

The results are presented in Table 1 below and have been presented in order of frequency
counts with the most frequently reported first. There is some overlap between categories, for
example pedagogy and curriculum, and most participants had attended courses in more than
one category:

PLACE TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE

Table 1: Summary of courses attended by survey participants

As can be seen, the strongest category was courses related to curriculum (78 participants)
followed by courses related to pedagogy (30) and teaching standards (28). Participants who
had attended training for special/inclusive education/diversity were few in number (15) as
were participants who had attended training related to child development (6) or working with
parents (4). Interestingly some participants (8) had attended training related to teacher
wellbeing. Although the training for national defense and security is not relevant directly to
teacher training, we have included it as an interesting aspect of what was reported by
teachers.

Below, we discuss further aspects of the survey themes, bringing to the fore their
interconnections, within our bio-ecological systems framework (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). For
the purposes of analysis of this survey question, we focus particularly on the micro, meso,
and macrosystems.

Support available teachers to facilitate inclusive education

With the increasing numbers of students with special educational needs (as highlighted in the
review part) the teachers responded that they had faced the need to support students in
diverse ways, such as: students with specific impairments (sensory, intellectual, speech,
language, communication, movement); autism spectrum disorders (33.3%); Down Syndrome
(14.6%); and learning difficulties (about 60%). Teachers received support from their school
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manager, head teacher, teacher assistant within the micro system of school, but mostly they
cited support as coming from students’ parents at the meso level. However, from their point
of view, only 19.8% of parents are viewed as being extremely helpful, and 15.6% as slightly
indifferent to support.

The main challenges raised by teachers in terms of their own professional support included: a
shortage of specific knowledge and skills (81.3%); a lack of adaptable programmes of
learning (75.0%); insufficient equipment (66.7%); insufficient textbooks/reference books
(59.4%); discrimination amongst students (52.1%); and time pressures to adequately prepare
for teaching (51.0%) all of which are challenges that need to be addressed by national policy
at the macro level.

The specific support mentioned by participants is further analysed below. It was evident from
the responses that inclusive education requires a fine balance between funding at a national
(macro) level, leadership from school directors and governing bodies (exo level) and clear
and effective communication with and guidance / support from families at the meso level.

Macrosystem
e Money/funding for resources and training (5)
e Training provision (4)

Four participants mentioned the value of training in special educational needs and a further
four mentioned budgetary requirements for resources and training that needed national policy
support

EXxosystem
Working with other professionals to support children/families (3)
e Training providers (2)

Three participants mentioned working with other professionals (psychologists) and two
mentioned the role of training providers in upskilling the teaching workforce:

The school has a psychologist. Many parents give their children extra
emotional control classes (for hyperactive autistic children).

Mesosystem
e Working with families/support from families (27)

27 participants indicated that clear communication with families and support from parents in
terms of guiding teachers and supporting children at home was crucial. There was evidence
of an understanding that teachers need to work with the child’s family and apply family-
centred pedagogical approaches:

Find out about family circumstances and take measures to coordinate with
family and school appropriately

Should learn and be flexible in teaching, coordinate with families to educate
together
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Know how to coordinate with educational forces: family, school, society.
Microsystem
e School leadership (23)
e Care and support (3)

23 participants indicated that school leadership need to provide a conducive environment for
teaching children with special educational needs and disabilities:

The school in particular, the Board of Directors of my school, is very
interested in special students. However, in my teaching process, there are
students | have received enthusiastic support, coordination and sympathy from
parents, so that students also make good progress. However, there are parents
whose understanding is still limited, or they themselves are still stigmatized
and cannot accept their children's defects, so they still put a lot of pressure on
the school and teachers.

My school is a special school, so the school always creates conditions and
supports for teachers and students.

Three participants mentioned the necessary care and support from teachers that must
come from school leaders and governors.

Recommendations to support ITT trainee-teachers in developing an inclusive and diverse
education/environment

Themes that emerged from this question included training and external support:
Macrosystem
e Training (14)

There were a few comments about training for teachers that included an increase in the
amount of time that teachers spent ‘in training’ as well as teachers seeking out new
knowledge independently:

In my opinion, to support students and develop an inclusive and diverse
environment requires a lot of both competence and ethics of teachers. Surely,
when training, the University/college will also pay lots of attention.
However, when studying, everything is almost theoretical, even pedagogical
situations are given for students to practice, sometimes still not catching up
with current reality, making new teachers when approaching reality is very
confusing. Besides, as a teacher at school, the job is not only teaching and
homeroom, but also includes many other jobs. Therefore, I recommend to
increase the internship time at school for new teachers so that teachers have
practical exposure to the environment.

Increase knowledge about special education and inclusive education...

Need to learn more courses on self-development to improve themselves
beyond expertise.
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Exosystem
e External support (2)

A couple of participants mentioned the need for teachers to be supported by external
agencies:

Need to create a comfortable mentality for teachers

Teachers need to receive more support and cooperation from the school board
and parents

Microsytem

e Teacher skills (2)

e Teacher characteristics (33)

e Relationship with students (13)
e Pedagogy (14)

Teacher skills

There were a few comments related to teacher skills (as distinct from teacher characteristics)
such as creativity, flexibility, perseverance, ability to develop students’ inherent capacity,
need to understand psychology:

[Teachers should] have good professional skills, have the skills to ensure the
good implementation of the set educational goals

Need to pay more attention to students’ feelings. Treat students equally. Flexible
use of soft skills in dealing with discriminatory situations. Enhance the learning
of IT skills suitable for each type of student.

Need to be supplemented with knowledge about Inclusive Education, early
education for children with disabilities in the teacher training programme; have
the opportunity to participate, exchange and share knowledge and skills with
training institutions on education for children with disabilities

Teacher characteristics

This was a strong theme with 33 participants describing particular teacher characteristics that
were important for inclusion of children with special educational needs and disabilities. The
characteristics described were diverse and included patience, empathy, understanding,
enthusiasm, gentle, soft, caring. This was exemplified by comments such as:

Need enthusiasm and passion for work, love, empathy and sharing
Teachers need to be patient and creative
[Teachers need] Enthusiasm, discovery, creativity

Relationship with students

13



This was a surprising theme that portrayed a strong emotional and empathetic stance from
respondents and was demonstrated by the mention of ‘love’ for students from 13 participants
as shown in the comments below:

Love students; actively learn teaching methods for each student.
Love the job, love children
Pedagogy

Comments that referred to some aspect of pedagogy were left by near half (42) of the
participants. Comments in this theme were diverse and related to pedagogical interactions
between teachers and students as well aspects of the teaching environment. There was some
overlap between this theme and the theme of ‘relationship with students’:

Create a friendly environment

Create a friendly classroom environment, students love and empathize with
each other

Create a friendly, sociable, equal class and help each other, say no
discrimination

Teachers must regularly hone their pedagogical knowledge and skills to meet
the requirements; regularly motivate and encourage students; Provide
opportunities for students to help each other. Diversify teaching and learning
activities to stimulate students’

Looking to the future: aspects of inclusion, diversity and SEND that should be
included in initial teacher training and CPD

In our final section of the survey ‘looking to the future’, we posed an open question (F2) to
participants regarding the conditions that are needed to develop an inclusive and diverse
education/environment. We had 141 suggestions from participants, with some participants
sharing multiple contributions and some contributions crossing multiple themes.

The themes that emerged from this question, and in brackets the number of
suggestions/contributions towards the theme, included. As can be seen, the strongest themes
were those related to financial investment, such as resources and facilities (40 contributions)
and teachers, in terms of both pedagogical skills as well as personal characteristics (39
contributions). Additional prominent themes are those concerning school leadership and the
school environment (30 contributions) and parental-family support (18 contributions).

Macrosystem

e Policy changes (3)

e Financial investment: facilities and resources (40)
Policy changes

The microsystem of the school environment was reflected also in participants expressing the
need for change on a much broader scale in terms of societal attitudes, such as ‘addressing
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discrimination’ and making changes at policy level in order to support long-term national
developments in teacher training:

Participation requires support and care from many sides: school, family, society.
A general awareness needs to be developed amongst the whole of society about
an inclusive and diverse educational environment.

Policies [are needed] to support children and families of children with
disabilities to attend school.

Exosystem
Societal attitudes (11)
The need for societal change was mentioned by eleven participants:

Society needs to have a more open and positive view of this type of educational
environment.

Microsystem

e School leadership / environment (30)

e Teachers: skills and characteristics (39)

School leadership: changes, environment, and investment

Future thinking in terms of the relationship of children with SEND and their school emerged
in suggestions around school leadership and the school environment more generally. Two
participants talked about the need for school leaders to ‘guide changes’ in practical ways to
support children, teachers, and parents. A number of participants gave suggestions about
what practical changes could look like for these groups, including accommodating smaller
class sizes in order to provide more specialised support for children with SEND, and opening
up more regular opportunities for school staff to access CPD activities.

Suggestions also alluded to the role of school leaders in cultivating an ‘integrative’ and
‘accepting’ environment that would in turn have a positive impact on the perspectives of
parents and their relationships with the school, an environment described as:

Knowledge connection, community connection, an educational environment that
meets diversity.

Create an active environment for learners, an atmosphere of mutual respect and
trust. A self-exploring environment. A safe, open atmosphere. An environment
that respects and encourages differences.

It is necessary for the school to organise seminars to invite parents to participate
(like parent meetings) so that parents with special children will understand more
about their children and have a more open and positive view, other parents no
longer look discriminating, alienated from the students to integrate.
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Whilst the examples above demonstrate what participants’ viewed as an investment
by school leadership in human, affective dimensions, investment was also evident in
material, financial terms:

More research and investment is needed to develop learning support conditions:
learning materials, teaching equipment.

Suggested investments included human resources in the form of teaching assistants, and
additional support staff such as medically trained staff such as pharmacists and teachers who
were specialised in psychological counselling to support students who are ‘beyond the
expertise of the homeroom teacher’. Investment was also considered in the form of training
and CPD, as a way of ‘fostering professional knowledge’. Resources in the form of physical
equipment included digital software, toys, and spatial considerations, for example ‘play
places suitable for children’s wishes’, with one participant summarising as the ‘need for the
right resources, the right infrastructure.’

Teachers: skills and characteristics

A key agent within the microsystem of the child and the school, and an interconnected part of
the inclusive and accepting environment discussed above, is the teacher. Distinct suggestions
were made regarding teachers’ skills and characteristics, with connections also made to their
relationships with parents: as such merging also into the mesosystem:

Teachers need to have good professional and specialised skills, be creative and
flexible, and need the companionship of parents.

It is necessary to change the teacher’s mindset, support cooperation between
colleagues, create a relationship between family-school-society.

A teacher who tries alone will not have high results without everyone’s
participation.

Participants referred to characteristics of ‘enthusiasm’ and ‘dedication’, as well as
affective and emotional aspects of ‘love’; the latter aligned to the results in question
F1 of the survey:

Need to love, empathise with children, always be enthusiastic about the
profession.

Teacher’s love and understanding.
Teachers’ heart and student’s morality.
Mesosystem
e Parental/family support (18)
Parental/family support

The theme of parental/family support within the mesosystem has been demonstrated so far in
terms of parents’ relationship with the teachers and the school as a whole, and in terms of
their role within the inclusive environment with the school. Additional suggestions were
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made regarding developing parents’ ‘perceptions of inclusive education’ and in their general
understanding of the needs of their children and how this informs their development:

Teachers and parents must have a basic understanding of children with special
needs. Can’t be vague. Raise children naturally.

Discussion

This paper reports on findings from an online survey that was responded to by 96 primary
school teachers working in Vietnam during 2021. The limited diversity of respondents
(mainly women) is acknowledged as a limitation. The findings have been analysed
thematically using an ecological systems framework to map the findings enabling an
ecological model of inclusive practice in Vietnam to be proposed as discussed below and
shown in Figure 1.

Macro system

At the macrosytem level the development of national policies to include children with SEND
in public and private school has been welcomed by teachers and school leaders. However
this is not matched by proportionate funding that would enable and empower teachers to
implement the requirements of policies and policy changes sufficiently well. This, combined
with inadequate initial teacher training and continuous professional development, has resulted
in a policy-to-practice divide as emphasised by one teacher who described this as an
‘invisible impact’ on teachers which she felt contributed to teacher burden. As can be seen
from Table 1 more than four times as many teachers attended training courses related to
curriculum topics than those related to inclusive or special education/diversity and even fewer
attended courses related to child development. Changes to national policy are called for by
teachers in this study to address discrimination and support children and families. This lack
of teacher education was described by Alves et al., (2020) as a familiar challenge in the
development of inclusivity for children with SEND. As noted by Robinson (2017:1) teachers
who receive training that involves critical-theoretical, reflexive and research oriented training
rooted in Higher Education professional learning communities are more confident and skilful
in enacting inclusive practice.

PLACE FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE

Figure 1: Ecology of primary school inclusive practice for children with SEND in ITT
and CPD in Vietnam

EXxo sytem

At the exosystem level respondents to this survey have described the negative societal
attitudes and perceptions towards disability which they feel needs to be challenged at a
national policy level in order to promote change. Working with other professionals is
valuable but more support is needed for teachers from school boards to enable teachers to
perform their roles.

Micro system
Microsystem 1 — School
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The school environment is a key enabler or inhibitor of inclusive practice according to the
participants in this study. School leaders and governors must ‘create the right conditions and
supports for teachers and students’ including promoting an integrative and accepting
environment. Teachers in this study have called for additional resources such as teaching
assistants, play spaces and inclusive software as well as smaller class sizes to enable them to
deliver policy initiatives with the necessary flexibility and adaptability suggested by Rix et
al., (2009) and Sheehy et. al., (2009)

Further to this more training for teachers and knowledge exchange sessions for parents are
suggested by participants in this study. Most significantly though, participants emphasised
the personal characteristics and skills of teachers as well as relationships with students (and
families) and pedagogy as important factors in inclusive education. With regard to teacher
characteristics and skills participants have stressed the importance of relational and social
characteristics and skills of teachers such as ‘empathy’, ‘kindness’ and even ‘love’ echoing
the concepts of professional love (Page, 2018) and social engagement (Rix et. al., 2009;
Sheehy et. al., 2009). Indeed some of the pedagogical approaches mentioned have reflected
relational approaches to teaching such as ‘creating a friendly, sociable, equal class.’

Microsystem 2 — Home

Within the home environment parents acceptance of their child’s SEND mirrors to some
extent societal attitudes, which emphasises policy-to-practice issues already mentioned
earlier. This has an impact on parents’ communication and relationships with teachers at the
mesosystem level and interestingly teachers have stressed the importance of guidance from
and communication with parents in this study alluding to the concept of family-centred
inclusive practice.

Mesosystem

At the meso level participants have suggested that societal perceptions cause parental denial
which affects school/home relationships. They have stressed the need to familiarise
themselves with family patterns and practices and co-ordinate and communicate with families
reinforcing the relational approach to teaching mentioned above and echoed by Rix et. al,
(2009) and Sheehy et. al., (2009)

Chronosystem

Although this study did not adopt a longitudinal approach which might have provided some
insight into changes over time, Bronfenbrenner (2001) envisaged that the active and sustained
participation of individuals within their environments directly influenced their potential and
capacity for change. The role of the teacher in special and inclusive education in enacting
Bronfenbrenners (2001) vision of changing what is human development to what could be
human development when all of the integrative nested systems work in harmony cannot be
underestimated. We might therefore deduce that if teachers were well prepared with training
and resources to enact inclusive education policies, then more children with SEND would
reach their full potential as envisaged by Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2006) in their mature
biological systems model.

The principles for inclusive practice recommended by Hai et. al., 2019 are echoed by the
participants in this study, however we the authors of this article note the focus from
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participants on relationships and ‘professional love’ (Page 2018) as a potential bridge for the
policy to practice gap that might develop when training and resources are insufficient.

Implications for wider SEND policy and practice

In conclusion, the findings of this study urge the following recommendations for inclusive
policy and practice in Vietnam

* Improved ITT and CPD for teachers in SEND and inclusive practice combined with
mentoring and practice-based training.

* Increased representation of people with disabilities in prominent and visible positions
generally and specifically in ITT and teacher CPD to reduce societal deficit perceptions
of SEND.

* Improved provision for children with SEND drawing on exemplars from Vietnam and
international provision across the country.

* Increase the number of special schools in Vietnam to enable access for more children and
families with SEND.

Acknowledgements: This study is part of a larger project funded by The World Bank
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