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Abstract

This article investigates the implementation of inclusive education within Swedish teacher education
programmes. Although most programmes include a short module of approximately 7.5 ECTS
addressing special education, conflict management, and social relations, little is known about whether—
and how—inclusive education is embedded across the core curriculum (Miskolci et al., 2021). Situated
within a social democratic welfare state tradition, Swedish education policy has long challenged
exclusionary practices, shaping the development of concepts such as normalisation, integration, and
inclusion (Beach & Dyson, 2016). Despite this policy foundation, research consistently highlights a gap
between inclusive ideals and classroom practice. There is broad consensus that a central condition for
realising inclusive education is ensuring that all teachers are adequately prepared to teach all learners
(Paulsrud & Nilholm, 2020). To address this issue, the present study examines how the ten principles
of effective teacher education for inclusion (Van Peteghem & Consuegra, 2021) are reflected in the
curriculum of general teacher education programmes for primary and secondary schools at a Swedish
university, and how these principles are interpreted in practice. While the larger research project
explores all ten principles, this pilot study focuses on selected dimensions (see the introduction section
of the special issue on the grids). Preliminary findings, informed by a literature review and empirical
data, indicate that inclusive education is only marginally integrated across subject areas and curricular
components. The article concludes by identifying key challenges, opportunities, and tensions involved
in preparing future teachers to create inclusive learning environments.

Points of Interest

- Core Research Question: Examines how inclusive education is embedded across the core
curriculum of Swedish teacher education programs, not just in specialized, isolated modules.

- Policy-Practice Gap: Highlights a known discrepancy between Sweden's strong inclusive
education policy (rooted in social democratic tradition) and actual classroom practice.

- Key Condition for Success: Identifies the adequate preparation of all teachers to
teach all learners as a central requirement for realizing inclusive education.

- Preliminary Finding: Suggests that inclusive education is only marginally integrated across
subject areas and curricular components, indicating a fragmented approach.

- Contribution: Aims to identify challenges, opportunities, and tensions in preparing future
teachers for inclusive practice, focusing on the structural level of teacher education design.

In summary: The study investigates why inclusive education isn't fully realized in schools by looking

upstream at teacher training. It finds that despite strong national policies, the preparation is siloed rather
than woven throughout the curriculum, which may perpetuate the theory-practice gap.
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1. Introduction

Much of Sweden’s modern history is characterised by collective action driven by a social democratic
welfare state. This political and cultural context has provided an early and fertile foundation for
critiquing traditional special-educational and exclusionary practices, and for advancing concepts such
as normalization, integration, and inclusion (Beach & Dyson, 2016).

Despite this background, numerous studies point to a persistent gap between policy intentions and actual
practice regarding inclusion. In Sweden, as in many other countries, teacher education remains high on
the policy agenda, particularly with regard to preparing teachers to meet the diverse needs of learners
in inclusive classrooms. There is broad agreement among both researchers and practitioners that an
indispensable element of inclusive education is ensuring that all teachers are equipped to teach all
students (Paulsrud & Nilholm, 2020).

Most teacher education programmes in Sweden include a short module of approximately 7.5 credits
that covers aspects of special education, conflict management, and social relations. However, we still
know relatively little about whether—and how—content related to inclusive education permeates the
core curriculum (Miskolci et al., 2021).

The intention with this project is to explore the level of inclusive education components in the
curriculum and how teacher educators experience and conceive the teacher education for inclusion
(TEI) concept. The project aspires to get answers for the following questions:

- Which TEI competences and content appear in national and local curricula?
How do teacher educators define TEI?

- How do teacher educators prepare student teachers for inclusive practice?
- What competences do teacher educators view as essential for inclusive teaching?

The selected programme for analysis is the general teacher education programme for primary and
secondary schools at one University. Using document analysis —program goals, curriculum and
syllabus etc. — and semi-structured interviews with Program leadership and teacher educators, [For this
pilot study one Programme Leader and one Director of Studies are interviewed] we scrutinize how the
concept of inclusive education is infused in different subjects and content matters; and translated into
learning and teaching practices.

The theoretical framework is anchored in the principles of social justice, equity, and quality education
for all. The analytical framework is informed by the Inclusive Education Grid (Van Peteghem &
Consuegra, 2021), which will be applied rigorously in the main study. At this stage, my intention is to
identify the framework that will be adopted by most contributors to this special issue.

2. Inclusive Education in Sweden

Sweden has long been dominated by a social democratic model of governance in curriculums (Englund
2005). Strong Labor parties have supported general welfare policies since at least the interbellum, with
solidarity, community and equality as keywords. There were high hopes that uniform, free-of-charge
education for pupils from all social strata would contribute to equality and justice and promote social
cohesion. Although belief in education as the main motor of social equity may have waned, education
is still regarded in Sweden as one of the main instruments for combatting unemployment, social
exclusion and ill health (Barow and Berhanu, 2021). Hence, Sweden’s current focus on equitable
education echoes the social democratic concept of the state as the people’s home (OECD 2015).

Barow and Berhanu (2021) undertake a longitudinal analysis of the development of inclusive education
in Sweden from the 1990s to the present. Drawing on research literature and statistical data, they
examine three decades of Swedish education policy and practice and identify a pronounced tendency
toward the marginalization and segregation of vulnerable student groups. The factors most closely
associated with this development include disability, gender, migration background, and socioeconomic
status. In relation to inclusion, the authors underscore the persistent discrepancy between political
intentions and their practical realization. Although inclusion in education is widely regarded as a
fundamental right, they contend that this principle cannot be equated with the existence of genuinely
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inclusive educational practices. Considerable and sustained efforts are therefore required to create
learning environments that recognize, value, and build upon the strengths of all learners.

McDonald (2013) similarly observes that schools across the Western world are under increasing
pressure to raise academic achievement while simultaneously accommodating a growing number of
students who may be perceived as “difficult to teach.” Sweden is no exception in this regard. Efforts to
advance inclusive education continue to be marked by evident gaps between policy expectations and
educational practice (Goransson, Nilholm, & Karlsson, 2011).

Changes in the Swedish education system are observable at the levels of not only policy and politics
but also practice. Barow and Berhanu (2021) conclude that overall, there are ambivalent tendencies that
both strengthen and weaken inclusive education. Swedish national policy documents, such as the
Education Act and the curricula, do not contain the term inclusion, although they endeavor to adopt an
inclusive approach (also Paulsrud & Nilholm, 2020). The terminological confusion concerning
inclusive education hampers not only the dialogue between researchers and practitioners but also the
communicability of inclusion for a wider audience, such as politicians and the general public. To avoid
abuse of the expression inclusive education, a more in-depth terminological discussion is necessary. By
focusing on the interaction between students and their social surroundings, the terminological
development of “inclusive learning environments” can be fruitful.

In this study we do not delve into the conceptual terrains of inclusion, inclusive education or “inclusive
learning environments”. We want to use the concept in its broader meaning that Inclusive education is
when all students, regardless of any challenges they may have, are placed in age-appropriate general
education classes that are in their own neighborhood schools to receive high-quality instruction,
interventions, and supports that enable them to meet success in the core curriculum (Bui, Quirk, Almazan,
& Valetti, 2010; Alquraini & Gut, 2012). UNESCO (2000) defines inclusive education as a process of
strengthening the capacity of the education system to reach out to all learners and can thus be understood
as a key strategy to achieve Education for All. As an overall principle, it should guide all education
policies and practices, starting from the fact that education is a basic human right and the foundation
for a more just and equal society. According to UNESCO (2005), inclusive education is seen as “a
process of addressing and responding to the diversity of needs of all learners through increasing
participation in learning, cultures and communities, and reducing exclusion from education and from
within education.” The goal is that the whole education system will facilitate learning environments
where teachers and learners embrace and welcome the challenge and benefits of diversity. Within an
inclusive education approach, learning environments are fostered where individual needs are met and
every student has an opportunity to succeed (Florian, 2014).

One might question how inclusive education in Sweden coexists with special education structures that
involve small classes and separate schools. This coexistence is not unexpected, as the system has
historically shifted back and forth in response to political forces and policy changes. The structure of
special education in Sweden, both historically and at present, has been characterized by isolation,
segregation, differentiation, and individualization. At the same time, there are promising developments
that seek to incorporate differentiation and individualization within regular school settings and
mainstream classrooms.

The deficit approach was predominant in the past, and elements of this approach can still be observed
today, particularly in studies on disproportionality and the overrepresentation of immigrant students in
special education (Berhanu & Dyson, 2012; Reichenberg & Berhanu, 2024; Bel Habib, 2001; Berhanu,
2008). These studies address a broad set of issues that are highly pertinent to contemporary multilingual,
multicultural, and multireligious societies. They speak to central debates concerning identity,
belonging, inclusion, and the lived experiences of children and young people in increasingly diverse
educational environments. Importantly, this body of research engages with the critical question of
whether practices within special education risk marginalizing particular groups of students due to
prejudice, inadequate assessment procedures, or systemic bias. The studies provide valuable insights
into how special education systems can more effectively organize themselves to address inequities
related to overrepresentation.

The findings hold significant potential to inform teacher education programmes, which play a vital role
in preparing future teachers and school psychologists to navigate the complex cultural and linguistic
diversity that characterizes today’s classrooms. Moreover, this literature underscores that educational
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difficulties may arise from a range of contextual factors, reminding practitioners and policymakers that
disability identification cannot be divorced from broader sociocultural dynamics. Although the
literature on disproportionality in Sweden remains limited, it is well positioned to contribute
meaningfully to ongoing scholarly and professional discussions concerning equity, assessment, and
inclusion in special education.

For these to happen we definitely need to prepare future teachers in varied training programs, with the
right competences. A meta-analysis of Initial teacher education for inclusion by Symeonidou (2017)
concludes that making informed decisions about the design of initial teacher education courses and units
of study for inclusion depends upon addressing some fundamental issues (i.e. the legacy of special
education, and the challenges faced in different regions) and making a balanced and informed
assessment of the value of content-infused, single-unit, and school placement/experience approaches.
The article discusses the implications of this literature review’s findings for future research. The
existing research shows that a significant percentage of teachers in most countries have not acquired
skills and knowledge required to meet diversity. A number of projects have gathered relevant data on a
range of aspects related to effective teacher education and on the nature of meaningful approaches to
initial teacher education for inclusion (United Nations Children’s Fund 2013) provide data suggesting
that a significant percentage of teachers across countries were not educated for inclusion in their initial
teacher education courses, and discusses a range of aspects related to effective teacher education.
(European Commission 2010; United Nations Children’s Fund, 2013). Our ambition in this research is
therefore to highlight the problem, identify barriers and suggest solutions on how to bridge the gap.

2.1 Teachers’ Preparedness for inclusive education: Policy framework and research

Sweden has long adopted inclusive education as a guiding principle to guarantee equality of access in
education to all, embedded in a human rights approach to social relations. Swedish values relate to a
vision of an equitable society, including sufficient resources and equal opportunities for all. This vision
is concerned with the well-being of all pupils and with making schools welcoming institutions
(Berhanu, 2016; Sveriges Riksdag 1985; 2010). Present-day Swedish educational policy also allows for
special education classes and schools (Barow and Berhanu 2021). School communities, including
special education classes, must be inclusive of all learners regardless of disability, socioeconomic
background, creed, gender, or ethnicity. Implied in the national presumption is the contribution that
diversity among learners makes to community life. We should however note that the effect of socio-
economic background on school achievements has greatly increased since 1990 (Gustafsson and Yang
Hansen 2018). Moreover, political ambition has never really matched educational practice (Haug 2017,
Isaksson and Lindqvist 2015). Local schools often find policy incentives unrealistic (Emanuelsson,
Haug, and Persson 2005), so that the gap between political intentions and practical realities has
remained considerable.

In Sweden, despite the earlier findings from the TALIS study (Skolverket 2019), positive attitudes
toward the inclusion of pupils with special educational needs are reportedly common. This applies not
only to teachers in general but also specifically to physical education teachers (Jerlinder, Danermark,
and Gill 2010) and preschool teachers (Engstrand and Roll-Pettersson 2014; Sandberg and Ottosson
2010). Swedish teachers have been shown to hold comparatively favourable views of inclusive
education (Helldin et al. 2011), and such attitudes appear to emerge already during teacher training
(Takala et al. 2012). However, contrasting evidence has also been presented. For example, studies
indicate a lack of support among special needs school teachers for including pupils with emotional and
behavioural difficulties (EBD) in mainstream classrooms (e.g., Gidlund 2018). These findings were
corroborated by Gdéransson et al. (2020), who examined the national population of teachers working in
schools for pupils with intellectual disabilities. When comparing the attitudes of special needs teachers
with those of support teachers, they found that two-thirds of the latter lacked appropriate qualifications,
suggesting that the professionalism of special needs teachers places them more in line with inclusive
education (Goransson et al. 2020).

In sum, attitudes toward inclusive education are multifaceted, and inclusion itself appears highly context
dependent. Nevertheless, Swedish teachers generally seem supportive of inclusion, albeit with
reservations concerning certain groups of pupils.
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In Sweden, a recent national initiative Ldrarlyftet (‘The Teacher Boost”) Specialpedagogik for ldrande
(SFL; Thoutenhoofd et al. 2020)[/nclusive education in Sweden: A survey of teachers’ attitudes, self-
efficacy and collaboration towards better meeting pupils’ learning (Soderlund et al. 2024) has been
conducted and the research evaluation suggests that three conclusions: (i) attitudes among teachers are,
at least in Sweden and on the basis of self-reporting measures, not much of a barrier towards greater
inclusion; (ii) given how little variance is explained by our instruments’ focus on teachers’ views, it
does not seem promising to pursue greater inclusive education programmes by way of great focus on
changing teachers’ attitudes towards it; and (iii), in spite of the considerable amount of research that
has internationally been invested in problematising teachers’ attitudes towards inclusive education (e.g.
de Boer, Pijl, and Minnaert 2011; Krischler and Pit-ten Cate 2019; Kurniawati et al. 2014; Miller et al.
2022), teachers’ attitudes in Sweden seem, in our measures, not much of an obstacle to greater inclusive
education. Furthermore, the data suggest that Swedish teachers’ sense of self-efficacy, their attitudes
towards inclusive education, and their orientation towards collaborative working are all robust. The
instrument scores tell of considerable confidence and overall positive attitude among teachers towards
educational inclusion. We found that three-quarters of respondents (75.5%) show overall robust
attitudes towards including pupils with special educational needs in regular classrooms; just 10% have
less supportive views. The inference from this section is that the general attitude, values and policy
measures in Sweden are in principle conducive to create effective teachers for inclusion (Persson, 2011;
Magnusson, 2019).

2.2 Educational Inclusion in initial and In-service Teacher training in Sweden

The vision of a more inclusive and equitable education system requires teachers who are equipped with
the competencies necessary to address diverse student needs in a rapidly changing society, such as in
Sweden. UNESCO (2020) emphasizes that a core element of inclusive education is ensuring that all
teachers are prepared to teach all students. Inclusion cannot be fully realized unless teachers act as
empowered agents of change, possessing the values, knowledge, and attitudes that enable every student
to succeed.

Despite variations in teacher standards and qualifications, education systems are increasingly shifting
from a focus on identifying deficiencies in learners to identifying barriers to learning (Symeonidou,
2017; Smith, 2021). To complete this paradigm shift, teacher education and professional development
programs must challenge entrenched beliefs that some students are inherently deficient, unable to learn,
or incapable (Florian & Camedda, 2020). Teacher training is therefore a fundamental mechanism for
addressing contemporary educational challenges. It is a crucial component in enhancing the
professional competence of all teachers and contributes to the development of equitable and high-
quality education (Arnaiz-Sanchez et al., 2023).

Effective inclusive education depends on teacher training that aligns with the evolving demands of
schools. The centrality of teachers is underscored by Friesen and Cunning (2020), who assert that
“teachers are the most significant resource for the effectiveness of educational inputs. The quality of
their training is intrinsically linked to the fact that they are the main agents of achieving quality
education” (p. 474). Well-prepared teachers are therefore essential to fostering educational
environments that are genuinely inclusive and supportive of all learners

2.3 Teacher Education in Sweden

Teacher education in Sweden varies according to the level of schooling. Primary school teacher
education typically requires four years to complete, while upper secondary school teacher education
spans approximately 4% to 5% years. Teacher education programs generally comprise three core
components (Mullis et al., 2015):
- Subject studies and subject didactics — Students receive instruction in the knowledge and skills
specific to particular subjects, as well as the didactics relevant to different school types and
levels.
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- Educational science — Students are trained in areas of knowledge central to the teaching
profession, encompassing the school as a social, pedagogical, and didactic environment for both
students and teachers.

- Placement — Students engage in practical experiences within schools, developing skills in
lesson planning, teaching, classroom management, and student relations.
The university in which this study is situated offers teacher education programs leading to teaching
certification at all levels, from pre-school to upper secondary and adult education. Students interested
in working with children with special needs may pursue certification in special education. Additionally,
the university provides second- and third-cycle programs for professionals seeking advanced
professional development.

3. Methods

3.1 Research Design

This research has been developed with a qualitative, non-experimental and descriptive design. In this
part of the research, we present the results of a pilot study based on interviews and text [course syllabi]
analysis. The participants of this pilot project are two leaders: one Program leader for subject matter
studies (Bridging Teacher Education Program, higher study rate, 90 credits) and one director of studies
for Vocational training (Vocational Teacher Education Programme, 90 credits). The teacher candidates
are expected to work in upper high schools. Many of the students are already working as teachers in
different educational settings. The program(s) offer them qualification certificates. The text analyses
focused on 11 syllabi from the two disparate program to discern what competences and content on TEI
is reflected in national regulation and local curriculum. The pilot interview focused more on capturing
the leaders’ awareness and experience of inclusive education concepts or models throughout the
program modules. The interview revolves around barriers in the teacher training when it comes to
acquiring competence for inclusive education; on how (if) teachers receive professional or practical
preparation in their training to meet the diversity of student needs; and, what training approach—
pedagogical differentiation or individualization— prevails in the two teacher training programs
regarding attention to diversity and mainstreaming. In the main research study in which more
participants are included we will incorporate in detail the following phases: Information Gathering
Techniques, Process, Ethical aspects, Documentary analysis phase, Collection and analysis of
interview/qualitative information phase, Information triangulation phase. In this pilot study, I confined
myself from writing extensive methodological discussion. The selection of the two programmes was
systematic: one vocational and one subject-matter programme, chosen to explore potential differences
in the utterances of the programme leader or director of studies. The interview guide revolves around:
National and Local Frameworks; Which TEI-related competences and content areas are embedded in
national policy documents and in your institution’s curriculum? Understanding of TEIL: How do you
understand and interpret the concept of TEI within the context of initial teacher education?
Preparation for Inclusive Practice: How do you support student teachers in developing the knowledge
and skills they need to teach inclusively during their initial training? Essential Competences: In your
view, which teacher competences are most critical for practicing inclusive education?

In the full study, which will include several additional programmes, a more detailed comparison can be
conducted. The analytical framework is guided by Inclusive Education Grid (Van Peteghem, &
Consuegra (2021). As can be seen in the final section elements of the Inclusive Education Grid has been
identified. Regarding ethical measures, the pilot study ensured voluntary informed consent, minimized
potential risks, safeguarded participants’ privacy, and maintained transparency through debriefing on
the study and its outcomes. The university involved was kept anonymous, and neither faculty nor
participants could be identified.

4. Results

4.1 Interview analysis
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Awareness and Experience of Inclusive Education Practice
Participants indicated that no explicit module on inclusive education exists within content-based
(subject-matter) courses. Nonetheless, several courses address related topics such as intercultural
education, norm critique, conflict resolution, equity and equality, social relations, and leadership:

“I am not sure if the concept has actually permeated all our courses. The educational plan
outlines that teacher candidates will be equipped with skills to identify pupils with special needs
and, in collaboration with other school personnel, create a supportive learning environment...”
(Lena, Programme Leader)
“It is difficult to imagine how aspects of an inclusive approach can be infused in content-matter
courses. I presume teacher educators handle this in practice, raising awareness of pupil diversity
and teaching strategies relevant to the content area...” (Michael, Director of Studies)
It can be inferred from the interview that there is a lack of acquisition of the necessary skills by the
candidates to respond to the diversity of the student body within the framework of an inclusive
education.

“There are several hours of education dedicated to special education, conflict resolution and
social relations as a single subject course” (Lena)

This perspective is reinforced by another interviewee, who noted the existence of a course focused on
special education knowledge. However, they suggested that many teachers feel inadequately prepared
to meet the needs of all students in heterogeneous classrooms, often relying on trial and error. The
course in question appears to conflate special education with inclusive education. Although the skills
and knowledge provided in this stand-alone course are valuable, they do not guarantee that future
teachers will adopt an inclusive approach. Teacher training appears insufficient for fostering genuinely
inclusive classrooms and learning environments, highlighting the need to distinguish between special
education knowledge and broader inclusive education frameworks at the university level. As a result,
teacher candidates often graduate with limited understanding of inclusive education concepts and
practices. Mastery of subject content seems to be prioritized over its pedagogical and didactic
application in inclusive settings. Achieving equitable, participatory, and high-quality teaching requires
more than isolated modules; a fragmented approach is insufficient (Herrera-Seda & Walton, 2025).

According to the informants, limitations in teacher training impede the development of effective
inclusive practices aligned with the inclusion paradigm. Best practices in teacher preparation for
inclusive education include integrating inclusion content across courses, addressing attitudes and
dispositions toward inclusion early and consistently, providing opportunities for collaboration and co-
teaching, establishing strong university—school partnerships, and promoting collaboration among
teacher education faculty (Pinter, 2022). The university has further work to do in this regard, a gap
acknowledged by the interviewees.

To support the development of learning activities that incorporate inclusive education content, a list of
instructional strategies can serve as a valuable tool. Such a list allows teacher trainers to focus on
approaches that deepen students’ understanding while addressing the needs of diverse learner groups.
The list is neither exhaustive nor fixed and can be adapted to individual pedagogical and didactic
preferences. During the interviews, these ideas were discussed with the participants, both of whom were
unfamiliar with the concept of integrating inclusion content across courses. The interviews further
revealed that, at present, a stand-alone course remains the primary approach, rather than embedding
inclusive education or special education content throughout the entirety of teacher-training programs

4.2 Document analysis

The programme on vocational teacher education: There is a strong case for investigating how inclusive
education is incorporated in Vocational teacher programmes in Sweden. After their completed
education, vocational teachers are qualified to work in three settings 1) upper secondary vocational
programmes 2) vocational education for adults and, 3) upper secondary school for those with
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intellectual disabilities. There is research/data from Sweden that show that vocational teachers (in
contrast to other teachers) are likely to meet a greater diversity in their classroom than do other teachers.
For instance, students who have a disability and/or have received special educational need support
during their compulsory school years are more likely to pursue vocational education (Holmgren &
Pettersson, 2023). Moreover, vocational teachers are more likely to meet students who have migrated
to Sweden from a foreign country (especially in adult education) and in general have students with
greater language diversity in their classrooms (Ennerberg & Economou, 2022). Even more importantly,
vocational teacher education also provides qualification to work in upper secondary school for the
intellectually disabled.
Apart from the student population, the vocational teacher programme differs in a significant way from
many of the other regular teacher education programmes in terms of the content to be covered. The
student teachers that pursue this degree already have subject knowledge in the vocation of interest,
which is pre-requisite to applying to this programme. There are over 200 vocational subjects on offer
across Swedish upper secondary and within adult education, making the focus of the programme more
on the school system, policies, working as teachers, didactics etc. With this backdrop one would assume
that the courses in the program would focus strongly on preparing teachers to meet the diversity of the
potential student population they will be working with in the future.
The documents that are analysed here are the following:

- Programme curriculum

- Course syllabi of eight of the 11 courses. The three courses excluded are the practicum/work

experience courses.
- Reading list of the same eight courses
- The organisation of the courses within the program is shown in the following table. All courses
are compulsory.

Table 1. Course syllabi

Year1 | Term 1 Learning Theories and Vocational Skills for Vocational Teachers (7.5
credits)

Steering, Organisation and Assessment for Vocational Teachers (7.5
credits)

Term 2 Practicum 1 for Vocational Teachers (7.5 credits)

Applied Vocational Pedagogy for Vocational Teachers (7.5 credits)

Year2 | Term 3 Evaluation for Vocational Teachers (7.5 credits)

Social Relations, Conflict Management and Leadership for Vocational
Teachers (7.5 credits)

Term 4 Practicum 2 for Vocational Teachers (7.5 credits)
Special education for Vocational Teachers (7.5 credits)
Year3 | Term 5 Assessment and Grading for Vocational Teachers (7.5 credits)
Development and Action Research for Vocational Teachers (7.5 credits)
Term 6 Practicum 3 for Vocational Teachers (15 credits)

Reflections on the content of the syllabi:

Analysis of key documents in the vocational teacher education programme indicates that inclusive
education content is largely confined to a few courses, suggesting it is treated as an isolated topic with
limited recognition of its relevance to the learning and development of all students. This
compartmentalization overlooks the interconnectedness and broader pedagogical significance of
inclusive perspectives across the programme.

The courses on inclusive education are positioned late in the programme, and their content reinforces a
sharp divide between general diversity and students with disabilities or special educational needs. While
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diversity in terms of gender, ethnicity, or social class is presented as a universal concern, disability and
special needs are treated as exceptional, separate categories. This framing embeds an implicit process
of othering: pedagogical considerations for students with disabilities are presented as relevant only to
“these others,” rather than as integral to teaching all students. For example, upper secondary schools
for students with intellectual disabilities are excluded from the general curriculum and addressed only
in a separate special education course.

Such structuring risks reinforcing a mindset in which certain student groups are seen as peripheral or
fundamentally different. The programme isolates disability and special needs from intersectional
considerations that apply to other social categories, implicitly marginalizing these students. Although
the curriculum emphasizes learning for all, the course structure communicates a focus on most students
first, with special education content relegated to the end, often framed narrowly and without integrating
inclusive education principles that are central in the Swedish context.

5. Preliminary conclusion/discussion

This study critically synthesises the main insights from the extensive literature and current state-of-the-
art knowledge with a limited set of empirical data. While the literature review and policy analysis
indicate that the Swedish education system is formally grounded in the principles of equity,
accessibility, and inclusion, the findings of this pilot study call into question the extent to which these
principles are meaningfully enacted within teacher education. Although Swedish teacher education
explicitly aims to prepare future educators to address the needs of diverse learners—including students
with disabilities, special educational needs, and those from varied cultural and linguistic backgrounds—
this commitment appears to be more strongly articulated at the policy level than consistently realised in
practice.

Teacher education for inclusion is frequently presented as central to Sweden’s broader ambition to
promote equity and quality in education. However, the results suggest that this ambition is only partially
translated into teacher education programmes. Despite the stated goal of equipping teachers with the
skills, knowledge, and attitudes required for inclusive practice, significant gaps persist in both initial
teacher education and in-service professional development. Insufficient and fragmented preparation for
inclusive education risks undermining the full realisation of inclusion in schools, a concern that is
clearly reflected in the study’s findings.

Preliminary results indicate that inclusion remains marginally integrated across subject areas and is
often treated as an add-on rather than a foundational principle of teacher education. Moreover, educators
report a persistent and problematic gap between inclusive education policy and everyday pedagogical
practice. These findings underscore Principles 1 and 6 by pointing to weaknesses in curriculum
coherence and limited university—school collaboration. At the same time, the study highlights the
influence of teacher educators’ beliefs and conceptualisations of inclusion (Principles 3 and 4),
suggesting that variability in these understandings may contribute to the uneven implementation of
inclusive education within teacher education programmes (see Ten Principles for Training Teachers for
Inclusive Education in the Introduction).

As Miskolci et al. (2021) demonstrate, case studies of teacher training programmes in Sweden and
internationally highlight an ongoing paradigmatic tension between special education and inclusive
education. Many countries struggle to develop students’ relevant attitudes, knowledge, and skills—
whether through stand-alone courses, the infusion of inclusive education into broader coursework, or
school-based practicum experiences—while simultaneously being constrained by socio-political
contexts dominated by special-education narratives (p. 573). Our interview data and text analysis
similarly reflect this tension.

While research on the impact of teacher education on classroom practice remains inconclusive
(Cochran-Smith & Zeichner, 2005), more recent studies on teacher education for inclusive education
argue that inclusive approaches should be embedded as a core component of general teacher preparation
rather than treated as a specialized topic (Rouse & Florian, 2012). This shift requires rethinking how
teachers are prepared and identifying the kinds of support teacher educators need to design programmes
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that enable classroom teachers to provide high-quality inclusive education in diverse settings. However,
what constitutes “high-quality” inclusive education—and how it should be taught and implemented
across all levels—remains both unclear and contested.
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