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Successfully implementing inclusion at the high school 

level is considerably different in elementary and intermediate levels 
(Carpenter & Dyal, 2007; Scanlon & Baker, 2012). Secondary 
inclusion poses unique challenges such as a rigorous and fast-paced 
curriculum, high stakes testing, and students with poor study skills 
(Casale-Giannola, 2012; Mastropieri & Scruggs, 2001; McKenna, 
Muething, Flower, Pedrotty, & Bryant, 2015). As a result, high 
school students with learning exceptionalities continue to struggle 
(Sabornie & deBettencourt, 2009), educators and administrators 
are often unprepared for these unique challenges to inclusion 
(Dieker, 2007), and research guiding high school faculty is rare 
(Byrnes, 2008). The authors conducted a review of the North 
American high school inclusion literature, located 28 articles, 
summarized the findings, and have suggested recommendations 
for future research in this often overlooked area of inclusion. This 
paper presents and discusses four articles that were found to 
pertain to high school administrators. 
 
Locating Articles/Methodology 

The authors first conducted an ERIC database search using 
key terms such as high school, secondary, inclusion, administrator, 
and principal, refining their search to English language journal 
articles published between January 2010 and December 2015. 
This time frame was selected in order to ensure that only the latest 
research was considered, as older articles may reflect earlier (and 
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possibly less relevant) stages of inclusion research and 
implementation.  

After a general literature search, the authors applied the 
pearl harvesting method (Schlosser, Wendt, Bhavnani, & Naila, 
2006; White, 1994) to locate additional journal articles pertaining 
to high school administrators and inclusion. The premise of this 
method is to use multiple articles (pearls) as a starting point from 
which to locate additional articles. From each of the journal 
article’s reference list, the authors generated a list of journals cited 
in each article, then each journal was manually searched for 
additional articles. In total, 44 journals were manually searched, 
including American Secondary Education, Canadian Journal of 
Educational Administration and Policy, and Teaching Exceptional 
Children. To maintain the focus of this literature review, only 
journal articles that discussed the inclusion of students with 
disabilities were selected. Journal articles that discussed specific 
inclusion techniques (i.e., co-teaching), other streams of inclusion 
challenges (i.e., gender identification, race, and socio-economic 
status), and studies that focussed exclusively on perspectives other 
than administrators and educators were considered beyond the 
scope of this literature review. Upon completion of the manual 
search, a total of 34 high school inclusion articles were located, 
with only five specific to high school administrators. Because 
educational systems differ from continent to continent, only the 
four situated in North America served as the basis of this literature 
review examining high school administrators.  
  
Cooper and Levin (2010)  

This Canadian-based study was conducted in conjunction 
with the Canadian Education Association’s efforts to improve 
secondary education. The purpose was to investigate how high 
school leaders in 11 school districts, and approximately 100 
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schools, encountered and used research to inform their 
administrative duties. From their 188 participants, Cooper and 
Levin (2010) noted that over 80% of participants either agreed 
(51%), or strongly agreed (34%), that “the important role of 
research was evident in the ways their district related research to 
practice” (p. 59). However, only 37% of participants responded 
that research was included on their district’s website, while 33% 
were unsure. The respondents also indicated that while research is 
most frequently used and discussed during professional 
development (PD) events, they considered PD a “less important 
source of information in influencing their knowledge about 
education issues than personal experience and colleagues or 
professional networks” (p. 60). The authors also highlighted how a 
“growing dimension of evidence use in education involves the use 
of students achievement data of various kinds to guide policy and 
practice” (p. 60). In their conclusion, Cooper and Levin asserted 
that “while districts have support for research-related activities 
available” (p. 61), many are not involved, and as such, activity “still 
depends heavily on a few interested people rather than being 
deeply embedded in daily practices” (p. 61). 
 
Nierengarten (2013) 

Nierengarten (2013) asserted that there is a need for a 
“systemic approach to improve student achievement” (p. 74), and 
discussed how special and general educators are frequently 
members of a collaborative team. Based on Cook and Friend’s 
(1995) definition of co-teaching as “two or more professionals 
delivering substantive instruction to a diverse, or blended, group of 
students in a single physical space” (p. 2), Nierengarten asserted 
that co-teaching “is not just a service delivery option for students 
with special needs” (p. 74), but can provide “all students with 
instructional advantages” (p. 74). From her own case study 
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research conducted in 2008 and from a synthesis of the literature, 
Nierengarten posited how administrators can “do a great deal to 
pave the way for successful co-teaching experiences” (p. 74), and 
presented twenty ways high school administrators can support 
successful co-teaching teams.  

The first section entitled Before Co-Teaching outlines 
seven recommendations, including allowing teachers to select their 
co-teaching partner and ensuring appropriate teacher-to-student 
ratios. In the section entitled During Co-Teaching, nine support 
strategies are suggested, including the provision of common 
planning time and encouraging co-teaching observation. Finally, in 
the After Co-Teaching section, administrator responsibilities such 
as providing ongoing PD and maintaining co-teaching teams are 
summarized. Nierengarten concluded her synthesis by asserting 
how co-teaching “requires careful planning and attention, and to 
neglect these strong recommendations would diminish the 
effectiveness of a promising practice” (p. 82). It is important to 
note that while the intended audience of this article is high school 
administrators, the author does not specify that only high school 
administrators were included in her synthesis. Therefore, we need 
to assume that the suggestions are based on an assimilation of data 
gathered from all educational levels (elementary, intermediate, and 
secondary). 
 
Nierengarten and Hughes (2010) 

According to Nierengarten and Hughes (2010), 
administrators “often assume that co-teaching is simply placing two 
teachers in the same classroom while hoping this new relationship 
works well for themselves and the students” (p. 1). They also stated 
how the “complexity of relationships, curriculum, and high school 
structure, among other factors, can be barriers to a successful co-
teaching experience” (p.1). Based upon the responses of their high 
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school co-teaching teams, the authors recommended eight 
successful co-teaching practices administrators are encouraged to 
incorporate into their skill set. This study was conducted at a high 
school with approximately 1190 students in Minnesota, United 
States. Each teacher participated in two 60-minute individual 
interviews and three 90-minute focus group interviews. Most 
notably, in the article’s discussion section, the authors highlighted 
how the “administration’s role in the success of co-teaching is 
significant and essential” (p. 10), and how administrative support 
“remained the strongest concern stated by all of the teams 
throughout the entire co-teaching experience” (p. 10). The 
remainder of the article outlined practical ways administrators 
could support co-teaching teams, such as observing co-teaching 
teams and providing them with feedback. 
  
Zimmerman (2011) 

Zimmerman (2011) asserted how it is critical for 
administrators to “determine their own readiness for change before 
undertaking the complex process of changing schools” (p. 107), 
and suggested that “principals who expect teachers to take risks in 
learning and practicing new behaviors should demonstrate their 
openness to change” (p. 107). The author asserted how it is critical 
for administrators to “determine their own readiness for change 
before undertaking the complex process of changing schools” (p. 
107), and discussed a variety of strategies that administrators can 
implement in order to demonstrate their willingness to change. For 
example, by using acronyms such as “COACH” (Blanchard & 
Shula, 2001), or “LEADERS” (Chopra, 2010), administrators can 
determine their current level of effective qualities and behaviours, 
as well as identify unproductive behaviours that can have a negative 
impact on their own personal beliefs, values, and preferences 
(Jones, 2004). In order to overcome these pitfalls, the author 
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encouraged administrators to reflect on the presented strategies 
and to complete some free and low-cost assessment tools that are 
available on the Internet. 
 
Implications for Further Research 

In reviewing the literature, and selecting these articles, it 
quickly becomes apparent that there are several gaps that need to 
be addressed by further research. First, with only four articles 
meeting the criteria for this literature review, research focussing on 
high school administrators is lacking. The literature is replete with 
articles demonstrating how administrators are central figures in 
establishing the expectations and tone of a school’s approach to 
equity, curriculum, and inclusion (Bays, 2004; Boscardin, 2004; 
Crockett, 2004; DiPaola & Walther-Thomas, 2003; Harpell & 
Andrews, 2010; Praisner, 2003; Price, 2012; Ross & Berger, 2009; 
Valeo, 2008; Wong & Nicotera, 2007). However, while some of 
the issues and challenges overlap between elementary, 
intermediate, and secondary administrators, we cannot generalize 
the research from one setting to another because the secondary 
level has its own unique set of challenges (Mastropieri & Scruggs, 
2001).  

Second, we can conclude that high school administrators 
have a limited voice in the literature, resulting in high school 
administrators frequently being presented with strategies and 
recommendations based on all levels of administrators, or on the 
perspectives of participants who are not high school administrators. 
According to Crockett (2002), what schools “really require are 
responsive leaders - knowledgeable persons in positions of 
influence who are committed to ensuring context that supports 
learning for each and every student” (p. 157). Administrators need 
to interpret education policy (Furney, Aiken, Hasazi, & 
Clark/Keefe, 2005), identify effective strategies (Albus, Thurlow, & 
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Clapper, 2006), and interpret research as they oversee inclusive 
learning environments (Cobb, 2015). This is difficult to achieve 
when most of the inclusion research has been conducted at the 
elementary level (Thurlow, 2001; Cole, Waldron, & Madj, 2004). 
  Finally, there is a notable absence of research literature 
surrounding the beliefs and attitudes of high school administrators 
regarding inclusion. This research is important because 
administrators who “genuinely believe that the school’s mission is 
achieving academic success for all communicate this value” to 
everyone involved (DiPaola & Walther-Thomas, 2003, p. 6), and 
administrators’ “thoughts and actions shape the culture of their 
organizations” (Sparks, 2007). Significant change in an organization 
begins with significant change in what leaders think, say, and do” 
(p. 3). As high schools have different barriers to inclusion, it is 
imperative to include the beliefs and perspectives of high school 
administrators in order to make the research relevant and 
meaningful to this population. While previous research can offer 
some insight and possible knowledge that may be beneficial for 
secondary level administrators, because of the unique challenges 
high school administrators face, research at this level is not only 
required but necessary. 

Prather-Jones (2011) highlighted how special education 
research often neglects to describe what ‘administrative support’ 
means, and that data is often based on surveys, creating difficulties 
when attempting to examine the participants’ viewpoints regarding 
administrative support. Researchers who investigate the 
philosophical basis of special education frequently encounter 
difficulties because there is very little research that is 
philosophically rigorous (Aspin, 1982), a statement that remains 
true today. While the literature frequently quantifies the types of 
attitudes administrators hold regarding inclusion, there needs to be 
a more in-depth exploration of why high school administrators 
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have these beliefs, how they were developed, what their impact is 
on the beliefs and attitudes of their special and general education 
staff, and ultimately, how these attitudes affect the delivery of 
inclusion. 
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