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Abstract
This phenomenological study examines how teachers’ leadership practices in high school classrooms contribute to inclusive learning environments where all students feel valued and supported. Although inclusion is a central focus in contemporary education, its implementation remains open to interpretation, with teachers employing varied pedagogical approaches to engage diverse learners. Invoking an inclusivity framework, the study explores how teachers enact pedagogical leadership to promote belonging, participation, and engagement among diverse students.
Using a qualitative phenomenological design, data were collected through structured interviews with three experienced high school teachers from two semi-urban schools in Stockholm. The analysis focuses on teachers’ perceptions of inclusion and how these shape classroom practices. The findings highlight the central role of teacher leadership in creating inclusive classroom climates and identify key practices, including fostering mutual respect and equitable participation, maintaining cultural awareness through responsive communication, and implementing inclusive learning strategies.
Overall, the findings contribute to understanding inclusivity as a broad, context-dependent concept and underscore the need to further develop inclusive pedagogical practices in diverse classroom settings.
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Introduction
Globally, inclusive education has emerged as a significant and persistent challenge within contemporary education systems, prompting many countries to re-evaluate and reform their educational policies and practices to better accommodate diversity (Jia, Tan and Santi, 2022). Despite widespread recognition of inclusion as a fundamental educational principle, schools continue to encounter barriers in its implementation. These barriers often manifested in forms of intolerance, marginalisation, and unequal access to learning opportunities, underscoring the need to critically examine how inclusivity is enacted in everyday educational practice. In this context, exploring teachers’ experiences and perceptions of inclusion is particularly important, as teachers play a central role in addressing diversity and shaping students’ academic and social development within the classroom.
High school teachers occupy a pivotal position in fostering inclusive learning environments, given their influence on students’ character formation, identity development, and social interactions (Armiyati et al., 2025). Through their classroom leadership practices, teachers not only transmit academic knowledge but also inculcate values such as respect, equity, and belonging. Inclusive education, therefore, extends beyond instructional strategies to encompass the broader social and relational dimensions of teaching. Inclusive education aims at recognising and valuing diversity among students, ensuring that all learners feel acknowledged and supported regardless of background (Nepal et al., 2021).
The literature consistently highlights the importance of both teachers and school leadership in promoting inclusive and diverse educational environments. Schools function as the nucleus of society, where norms, values, and attitudes are constructed and reinforced. Consequently, teachers’ responses to cultural, linguistic, and social diversity have had a significant impact on the overall school climate and the success of inclusivity initiatives (Bordeaux, 2024). Teachers’ everyday interactions with students can either challenge or perpetuate exclusionary practices, making their leadership within the classroom a critical area of inquiry. In this sense, inclusion is not merely a policy objective, but a lived practice shaped by teachers’ beliefs, values, and pedagogical choices.
These social and ethical responsibilities of schooling are also reflected in national curricula. In Sweden, inclusivity and the appreciation of cultural diversity are central to the curriculum’s core mission and value base. The Swedish school curriculum positions schools as social and cultural institutions with the potential to strengthen democratic values and promote social cohesion among all stakeholders within the education system (Skolverket.se, 2025). It emphasises the importance of fostering understanding, empathy, and respect for others, while explicitly rejecting all forms of discrimination and degrading treatment. Education, according to the curriculum, should be characterised by openness and respect for human differences, including but not limited to gender, ethnicity, religion or belief, sexual orientation, age, disability, and socio-economic background. Moreover, tendencies towards intolerance, oppression, and violence are to be actively counteracted through knowledge-based and proactive measures (Skolverket.se, 2025).
Beyond national policy frameworks, international legislation and educational agendas have increasingly focused on challenging exclusionary practices and promoting equity and access to quality education for all learners. These global initiatives emphasise inclusion as a human rights issue and highlight the moral and social imperative of ensuring that education systems respond effectively to growing diversity (Jia, Tan and Santi, 2022). In response, some schools have developed targeted equity initiatives, such as racial equity plans, aimed at promoting fairness and improving access to educational resources and opportunities for marginalised groups. Teachers involved in these initiatives are often expected to adopt equity-oriented leadership roles, engaging in experiential and reflective learning to support inclusive practices within their classrooms (Grooms et al., 2024).
The emphasis on inclusivity within education systems reflects a broader shift towards more equitable, learner-centred approaches to teaching and learning. Inclusive education seeks to transform traditional educational structures by recognising individual differences and addressing systemic inequalities (Jia, Tan and Santi, 2022). As a result, equity, diversity, and inclusion have become central concerns in educational policy and practice across many countries. While inclusion was historically associated primarily with the education of students with disabilities, the concept has since expanded significantly. Contemporary understandings of inclusive education encompass a wide range of learner differences, including ethnicity, language, gender, socio-economic status, and cultural background. Inclusive education is now commonly defined as education that is relevant, accessible, and meaningful for all students, moving beyond a deficit-based focus on disability towards a broader recognition of diversity (Atanasova and Papen, 2025; Pearl, 2024).
This expanded understanding of inclusion has become increasingly important considering changing classroom demographics. Many schools now serve student populations characterised by growing racial, linguistic, and socio-economic diversity. These demographic shifts have intensified the need for teaching and learning practices that support inclusion and positively influence students’ academic and social outcomes (Grooms et al., 2024). Teachers are therefore required to adapt their pedagogical approaches to accommodate diverse learning needs while maintaining high expectations for all students. This task is complex and demands not only pedagogical competence but also strong classroom leadership and reflective practice.
Despite the growing body of literature on inclusive education, there remains a need for further research that examines how teachers nurture inclusivity within their everyday classroom practices. Particularly, there is limited empirical insight into how teachers interpret and translate inclusive education policies into practice at the classroom level. Exploring teachers’ perceptions of inclusion and their pedagogical responses to diversity is essential for understanding the extent to which inclusive policies align with the realities of teaching and learning in diverse classrooms (Armiyati et al., 2025). Teachers often find themselves navigating a complex landscape in which they must balance curriculum requirements, institutional expectations, and the diverse needs of their students.
This balancing act can place teachers in challenging and sometimes conflicting positions. On the one hand, they are expected to promote inclusivity and equity; on the other hand, they must adhere to curriculum standards, assessment requirements, and performance expectations. These competing demands may create dilemmas for teachers, particularly when inclusive practices appear to conflict with prescribed educational objectives or with teachers’ own beliefs and values (Bordeaux, 2024). As a result, inclusivity in schools continues to be a significant and ongoing challenge within educational systems worldwide, prompting renewed efforts by policymakers, school leaders, and educators to make education more inclusive and responsive to diversity (Atanasova and Papen, 2025).
Within this broader global and national context, the present study seeks to contribute to the understanding of inclusive education by examining how teachers’ classroom leadership practices in high school settings nurture inclusive learning environments. By focusing on teachers’ lived experiences and interpretations of inclusion, the study aims to provide a contextualised and practice-oriented perspective on how inclusivity is enacted in diverse classrooms. In doing so, it addresses an important gap in the literature and offers insights that may inform teacher professional development, school leadership practices, and future research on inclusive education.
Aims
The primary aim of this study is to examine how teachers’ classroom leadership practices in high school settings contribute to the nurturing of inclusive learning environments in which all students feel valued and supported. Focusing on two suburban schools in Sweden, the study seeks to provide a contextualised understanding of inclusive education at the classroom level. Additionally, the study aims at exploring how teachers navigate the relationship between curriculum expectations on inclusion and the pedagogical realities of culturally and linguistically diverse classrooms. Finally, the study aims at contributing to existing knowledge on inclusive classroom practices by offering insights into how inclusive principles can be effectively applied in everyday teaching across diverse learning contexts.
Research question
The main issue being analysed in this study is:
[bookmark: _Hlk215917045]How teachers’ leadership practices in diverse high school classrooms nurture inclusive learning environments where all students feel valued and supported?
To address this question, the study adopts a qualitative phenomenological approach. Data is generated through interviews with three high school teachers from two suburban schools in Stockholm, focusing on their perceptions and interpretations of inclusion and inclusive classroom practices. Exploring teachers’ lived experiences on inclusivity provides insights into how inclusive teaching methods are effectively applied in practice and underpins the importance of advancing inclusive pedagogical practices in response to increasing classroom diversity, as suggested by the literature.
[bookmark: _Hlk215056577]Literature Review
Initially confined to addressing the needs of students with disabilities, inclusivity in education has evolved to encompass all learners, regardless of background. This shift reflects a growing global commitment to equality, diversity, and inclusion within schools. Inclusive education has been firmly embedded in educational policy through international frameworks such as UNESCO’s Salamanca Statement, which establishes inclusion as a fundamental principle of education (Atanasova & Papen, 2025; Jia, Tan & Santi, 2022). International law similarly positions inclusive schooling as the most effective means of countering discrimination, emphasising the need for education systems to adapt and accommodate learners’ diverse needs. The UN further defines inclusive education as a process of systemic reform aimed at ensuring equitable participation and learning opportunities for all students (Jia, Tan & Santi, 2022).
Beyond policy, inclusive education is grounded in the principle that every learner may require support at different stages, underscoring the importance of skilled teachers who demonstrate leadership within the classroom (Dovigo, 2020). Inclusivity also involves recognising, valuing, and respecting diversity. Through inclusive education, schools seek to eliminate discrimination and provide equitable opportunities for all students (Armiyati et al., 2025). However, the development of inclusive schools is challenged by inconsistent definitions, limited resources, and insufficient professional learning opportunities (Brennan & Pennycook, 2025). At a global level, divergent scholarly interpretations of inclusive education have resulted in conceptual ambiguity, highlighting the need for further research to establish clearer definitions on inclusivity (Jia, Tan & Santi, 2022).
Understanding Inclusive Practices
Historically, schools have employed practices that segregated students with learning difficulties or disabilities, leading to exclusion and inequality (Pearl, 2024). Although inclusive education is now widely promoted, uncertainty remains regarding its definition, implementation, and outcomes, particularly in school-based practice (Jia, Tan & Santi, 2022). Teachers, as educational leaders, play a central role in creating inclusive classroom environments that respond to cultural diversity and the varied needs of students (Bordeaux, 2024).
International consensus increasingly frames inclusion as a holistic concept that extends beyond disability to encompass attributes such as culture, language, gender, ethnicity, and socio-economic background (Atanasova & Papen, 2025). Inclusive education is therefore viewed as enhancing learning for all students by recognising individual contributions and preparing learners for participation in diverse societies (Pearl, 2024). This broader approach shifts the focus from integrating students with disabilities into mainstream settings to addressing systemic barriers through improved teaching practices and whole-school approaches (Grooms et al., 2024; Dovigo, 2020).
Despite these advances, the expansion of inclusivity to encompass diversity has attracted criticism, with some scholars arguing that diversity represents a broader and more complex set of concerns than those traditionally addressed within special education (Atanasova & Papen, 2025). Consequently, inclusive education remains contested, lacking a universally accepted definition. While some perspectives emphasise the placement of students with disabilities in mainstream classrooms, others define inclusion as ensuring high-quality education for all learners, irrespective of background (Jia, Tan & Santi, 2022).
Effective inclusion requires collaborative educational leadership that engages families, communities, and educators in evidence-informed decision-making grounded in cultural and historical awareness (Pearl, 2024; Grooms et al., 2024). Educational leaders are therefore tasked with promoting cultural literacy and parental engagement to better address diverse student needs (Bordeaux, 2024). Establishing mutual respect within school environments can disrupt power imbalances and enhance student autonomy and equity (Hegseth, 2024). However, efforts to achieve educational equity are often constrained by narrow definitions that place disproportionate responsibility on teachers, pointing to the absence of leadership strategies that promote shared responsibility and systemic approaches to equity (Teemant et al., 2020).
Leadership Strategies for Inclusion
Teachers play a pivotal role in advancing inclusive education through leadership shaped by their beliefs and understanding of inclusive practices. Effective inclusion depends on teachers’ capacity and willingness to engage all learners meaningfully (Jia, Tan & Santi, 2022). Trust-based relationships, reflective practice, and openness to feedback are therefore central to teachers’ roles as instructional leaders (Grooms et al., 2024).
Educational leadership that prioritises culturally responsive practices is effective in addressing systemic inequities and promoting sustainable change (Bordeaux, 2024). Teachers’ leadership supports positive classroom cultures by strengthening relationships with students and embedding culturally inclusive practices in teaching (Grooms et al., 2024). Professional development remains essential, as uncertainty around inclusive practice undermines teachers’ confidence and effectiveness (Dovigo, 2020).
[bookmark: _Hlk215060519]However, ambiguity persists around the definition of teacher leadership and the distinction between professional knowledge and beliefs (Brennan & Pennycook, 2025; Weger, 2025). Although many teachers endorse inclusive strategies such as differentiation, additional training is often needed to implement personalised learning effectively (Nepal et al., 2021). Teachers’ attitudes towards cultural diversity strongly influence school climate and the success of inclusion efforts (Bordeaux, 2024), while diverse teaching strategies promote mutual understanding, respect, and tolerance among students (Rrustemi & Kurteshi, 2025). Effective leadership that promotes equity and cultural literacy thus enables teachers to adapt their practices to meet the demands of increasingly diverse schools (Grooms et al., 2024).


Adapting to Diversity
The increasing diversity of student populations has intensified the complexity of contemporary classrooms, as learners bring varied cognitive, social, emotional, and cultural backgrounds that shape their knowledge, skills, and learning priorities (Nepal et al., 2021). As a result, education has reached a critical point where inclusivity and adaptability must guide its development (Segura, Canale & Prenovost, 2025). Growing ethnic, socioeconomic, and linguistic diversity requires teachers to rethink leadership practices and adopt equitable, culturally responsive approaches that support student success (Grooms et al., 2024). Promoting equity involves teachers acting as agents of inclusion through value-driven mindsets and socially inclusive practices that support marginalised learners (Teemant et al., 2020). Teachers also have the capacity to create flexible classroom environments that respond to students’ evolving needs and provide equal learning opportunities (Wolfe, 2024). Consequently, teachers’ professional competence remains central to instructional quality and student learning outcomes (Weger, 2025), particularly when teaching draws on students’ cultural and experiential contexts (Barton & Riddle, 2022).
However, expanding inclusivity to include ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic background has raised concerns that the needs of students with disabilities and special educational needs may be overlooked (Atanasova & Papen, 2025). Although many teachers support inclusive education in principle, uncertainty around its implementation persists, underscoring the need for stronger preparation and ongoing professional development (Dovigo, 2020). Targeted training is therefore essential to equip teachers with the skills and strategies required to remove learning barriers and foster inclusive environments (Pearl, 2024). Viewing teaching as a professional calling further highlights the importance of ethical practice, empathy, and sustained relationship-building (Grooms et al., 2023).
Relationship-building remains central to inclusive education, as it supports welcoming environments that value students’ identities and address both academic and social-emotional needs (Pearl, 2024). School leadership plays a key role in promoting inclusive cultures where every learner is regarded as a valued member of the educational community (Jia, Tan & Santi, 2022). Such environments encourage collaboration, peer learning, and a sense of belonging (Pearl, 2024), while leaders shape school climate through equitable practices that strengthen relationships and learning conditions (Grooms et al., 2024). Prioritising diversity and inclusion fosters positive attitudes towards multiculturalism and enhances students’ cultural competence and empathy, helping to reduce systemic barriers (Bordeaux, 2024). Ultimately, inclusive education seeks to promote equity, participation, achievement, and belonging by flexibly responding to individual differences and supporting all learners (Nepal et al., 2021).
In response to increasing learner diversity, inclusive approaches such as differentiated instruction have gained prominence. Differentiation involves adapting content, process, and learning outcomes to students’ readiness, interests, and learning profiles to ensure access and participation for all learners (Nepal et al., 2021). As a pedagogical approach, it supports social justice and equity by addressing diverse needs within mainstream classrooms (Paulsrud, 2022). However, many teachers report uncertainty and limited confidence in implementing differentiation effectively, often due to unclear guidance and inconsistent practices (Nepal et al., 2021). Differentiation encompasses a range of strategies shaped by contextual assumptions about inclusion (Graham et al., 2024), and teachers frequently rely on self-developed materials, increasing planning and assessment demands (Kahmann, Mienke Droop & Lazonder, 2024). Critics also caution that grouping practices may reinforce student categorisation and negatively affect learning outcomes, highlighting the need for strong school leadership to ensure equitable implementation and high expectations for all learners (Lüddeckens, 2025).
While existing literature emphasises inclusive education and outlines various instructional strategies, much of it focuses on policy rather than classroom practice (Grooms et al., 2024). Limited attention has been paid to teachers’ lived experiences and decision-making in responding to learner diversity, indicating the need for further research on how inclusive practices are enacted in diverse classrooms.
Methodology
This study employed a qualitative phenomenological research design to explore how teachers’ leadership practices nurture inclusive learning environments in diverse high school classrooms. Phenomenology aims at describing experience and what experience means to those who have lived it. Therefore, phenomenologists are more concerned with understanding and describing a phenomenon rather than explaining it (Männistö and Moate, 2023). Particularly, a phenomenologist approach facilitated a nuanced exploration of the perceptions, interpretations of teachers and how teachers apply inclusive pedagogy in the professional practice. Since understanding phenomenology is vital to understanding the general structure or essence of the lived experience of the participants (Stolz,2023). Phenomenology as well is a well‑established qualitative approach that seeks to both describe and interpret the lived experiences of individuals to understand the essence of a phenomenon from participants’ perspectives (Crum,2024). In educational research, phenomenology is particularly useful for examining subjective experiences, meanings, and interpretations that cannot be captured through quantitative methods alone (Brziak & Urban, 2025).
Research Design
Qualitative phenomenological inquiry prioritises the participants’ experiences, focusing on how individuals perceive and make sense of phenomena within their lived contexts. This approach allowed the study to capture teachers’ personal understandings of inclusion, how they apply inclusive practices, and the pedagogical leadership strategies they use in diverse classroom settings. Phenomenological design emphasises rich, contextualised data and deep engagement with participants’ narratives, making it especially suitable for the study’s aims. Through conscious efforts, each participant’s life experiences and meanings, specific issues that appear salient, and interpretations deriving from narratives and transcribed notes are successfully developed. Data is built progressively while developing the understanding of how participants experience the same phenomenon differently (Sathiyaseelan, 2021).
Participant Selection
[bookmark: _Hlk218980115]Participants were three high school teachers working in two suburban schools in Stockholm, Sweden. A purposeful sampling strategy was adopted to ensure that participants had substantial experience with culturally and linguistically diverse classrooms, enabling them to offer detailed insights into inclusive practices. Purposeful sampling is widely recognised in qualitative research for its ability to select individuals who are particularly knowledgeable about the research topic, thereby enhancing the depth and relevance of data. Purposeful sampling method permitted the primary investigator to conduct face-to-face interviews with the participants (Johnson and Purgason, 2021).
Data Collection
Data were collected using semi‑structured interviews, which provided a flexible yet systematic way to explore participants’ perspectives on inclusive education. Semi‑structured interviews facilitate in‑depth exploration of lived experience, allowing participants to articulate nuanced views on their professional practices, and how they navigate round their decision-making (Johnson and Purgason, 2021). 
Core interview topics included:
· Teachers’ definitions and interpretations of inclusion
· Leadership practices used to foster engagement, respect, and belonging
· Pedagogical strategies for addressing linguistic, cultural, and socio‑economic diversity
· Challenges encountered in balancing curriculum demands with inclusive practices
Each interview lasted approximately 30–45 minutes and was audio‑recorded with participants’ consent. Audio recordings were then transcribed verbatim to ensure fidelity to participants’ responses and to support rigorous analysis. Audio recordings can be useful in collecting data about teachers in their practice (Didion et al., 2023). 
Data Analysis
The data was analysed using thematic analysis, a method that involves identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns within qualitative data. Thematic analysis is compatible with phenomenological research, as it facilitates the extraction of core meanings and insights from the participants’ lived experiences (Roseveare, 2023). The analytic process comprised the following stages:
1. Familiarisation with the data – Reading and re‑reading transcripts to gain an in‑depth understanding of participants’ accounts.
2. Coding – Systematically labelling key concepts and significant statements related to inclusion and leadership practices.
3. Theme development – Grouping related codes into broader themes that encapsulate recurring patterns and meanings.
4. Interpretation – Relating identified themes back to the research question and existing literature, allowing for the emergence of insights grounded in both data and theory.
The aim of thematic analysis was to produce a coherent account of how teachers experienced and enacted inclusive practices and to highlight shared meanings across participants while remaining sensitive to individual differences.
Ethical Considerations
Ethical approval was obtained from the relevant institutional review board at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David prior to data collection. Participants received clear information about the study’s aims, procedures, and ethical safeguards, and informed consent was obtained. Confidentiality was maintained by anonymising transcripts, and participants were informed of their right to withdraw at any time without penalty, in line with established ethical research protocols.
Trustworthiness 
To enhance the trustworthiness of the study’s findings, several qualitative research standards were applied:
· Credibility: Participants were offered the opportunity for follow‑up clarification and member checking to confirm that their views were accurately represented.
· Dependability: A detailed account of data collection and analysis procedures were maintained as an audit trail, enabling transparency in methodological decisions.
· Transferability: The study clearly described the setting and participants’ experiences so readers can decide whether the findings apply to similar situations.
· Confirmability: The researcher kept a record of the participant views and reflections, to ensure that the findings were indeed participants’ experiences and not the researcher’s personal opinions.
Justification of Methodology
[bookmark: _Hlk219405022]A qualitative phenomenological approach was chosen to explore teachers’ lived experiences of inclusive practice. Unlike quantitative methods focused on measurement and generalisation, phenomenology enables an in-depth examination of meaning, making it well suited to understanding how teachers interpret complex social phenomena such as inclusive education (Crum, 2024; Brziak & Urban, 2025). Semi-structured interviews supported open, participant-centred dialogue and generated rich data reflecting both shared and diverse experiences.
Limitations
Despite offering in-depth insights, the study has limitations. The small sample of three participants restricts generalisability, as the findings are context specific. Additionally, reliance on self-reported data may be influenced by socially desirable responses. Nevertheless, the study’s qualitative depth and contextual richness provide valuable insight into inclusive practice in real-world settings.
Summary
Overall, the qualitative phenomenological approach was appropriate for examining how high school teachers navigate inclusive leadership practices. Through semi-structured interviews and thematic analysis, the study produced nuanced understandings of inclusion in diverse classrooms. Ethical considerations and trustworthiness measures were carefully applied, ensuring the findings are credible and meaningful for informing inclusive educational practice and future research.
Findings
[bookmark: _Hlk218966654][bookmark: _Hlk216757241][bookmark: _Hlk216761051]From the data analysis, three themes emerged regarding teachers’ perceptions and interpretations of how inclusivity can be nurtured in diverse classrooms. The participants’ interviews revealed the importance of fostering mutual respect and equal participation, maintaining cultural awareness through responsive communication, and implementing inclusive learning strategies.
Fostering Mutual Respect and Equitable Participation
All three teachers shared a common understanding of inclusivity as providing every student with equal opportunities to participate and succeed, while fostering a sense of belonging where students feel accepted and valued. One teacher emphasised that students should feel comfortable sharing responses, correct or incorrect, and that all should have the right to succeed alongside their peers despite any challenges.
The role of teachers in establishing inclusivity was strongly highlighted. One noted the importance of setting boundaries to prevent teasing, creating a safe learning environment, aligning with the view that educational leaders foster culturally inclusive practices (Grooms et al., 2024). Another participant teacher stressed modelling respectful behaviour, recognising teachers as role models influencing student interactions.
Respectful communication was seen as essential, with teachers emphasising the need for students to avoid inappropriate language and derogatory names, promoting kindness and consideration to ensure all feel secure (Pearl, 2024). Active participation was linked to collaborative learning, with group work identified as a key strategy for inclusion, fostering positive peer relationships and reducing bullying. Similarly, the participating teachers highlighted the importance of clear guidelines and rotating group members to encourage empathy and mutual respect. These findings suggest that inclusive education requires collaboration, flexibility, and responsive communication, as well as a balance between individual and group learning, to effectively support all learners (Nepal et al., 2021).
Maintaining Cultural Awareness Through Responsive Communication 
Regarding adaptations for culturally and linguistically diverse students, the mathematics teacher emphasised providing equal access to digital resources, including learning materials translated into students’ home languages, supporting those with language barriers and learning difficulties such as dyslexia. The teacher noted that mathematics, as a structured and often “universal” subject, can remain accessible without mother-tongue instruction. They also stressed encouraging students to take pride in their identities. Differentiation was applied through two levels of tasks where one task was challenging and another simplified based on students’ prior knowledge rather than cultural background.
[bookmark: _Hlk218938099]The second teacher interviewed reported that classrooms often consisted of students from multiple ethnicities with varying levels of language proficiency. Some students had limited or no prior educational experience, requiring the teacher to adapt materials to meet their individual needs. In such cases, the teacher paired newly arrived students with peers who could provide support, helping the new students to feel more comfortable and integrated within the classroom setting. Adapting teaching strategies and assessment methods to meet diverse learner needs is essential for fostering engagement, positive behaviour, and an inclusive classroom climate (Pearl, 2024).
Further insights from the first teacher indicated that responsive communication involved adjusting language use, clarifying key terminologies, and providing clear and explicit instructions to support students’ learning regardless of cultural background. Further, the participant teacher also incorporated YouTube videos in students’ native languages to enhance understanding of lesson content. Textbooks and learning materials were differentiated according to students’ ability levels, with more advanced learners receiving challenging tasks and weaker students working on simplified exercises. Additional guidance was provided to students requiring more support, while lessons were contextualised by connecting content to students’ lived experiences. Such flexible teaching practices recognise learning as an active and socially situated process, where students can achieve good learning outcomes when supported through learning strategies like scaffolding (Nepal et al., 2021).
Implementing Inclusive Learning Strategies
Regarding the strategies and approaches used by teachers to ensure that all learners feel included, the first teacher interviewed emphasised that every student is unique. The teacher noted that students who come from other countries may experience anxiety when entering a new classroom, particularly if they do not speak the language of instruction fluently. In addition, students may encounter difficulties with subject content. As a result, the teacher highlighted the importance of being mindful of these challenges when giving instructions and establishing classroom rules. Additionally, this teacher further explained that gathering background information about students was essential to understand their needs and determine how best to support them. Based on this understanding, the teacher created differentiated tasks aligned with each student’s level while still encouraging students to work together as a class to promote inclusion. The teacher also noted that as they spent more time with students, they gained a deeper understanding of their individual needs. Peer support was encouraged by asking established students to assist or work in groups with newly arrived students, helping newcomers feel more comfortable and included.
The second teacher interviewed reported using a wide range of teaching methods, with a strong emphasis on variation and differentiation. This included designing assignments based on students’ abilities and strengths and building further learning from these foundations. The teacher also described using both formative and summative assessment methods, allowing students multiple ways to demonstrate their learning and abilities. In addition, learning materials and instructions were adapted to ensure accessibility, including adjusting language use and providing a clear structure to support students’ understanding, regardless of cultural background.
Similarly, the third teacher described adopting a flexible and supportive approach to learning. The teacher explained that student work needed not to be perfect and that learning often began with basic exercises that were gradually developed. Group work was used strategically, and students identified as needing additional support were provided with written notes containing tips or more detailed explanations to assist them in completing tasks.  When students experience positive classroom climates such through collaborative, problem-solving and supporting each other, they perform better (Molyneux and Diamond, 2025). To foster a safe and inclusive classroom environment, the teacher encouraged students to ask questions and praised those who did so. Students who felt uncertain were reassured and allowed to pass a question to a peer without feeling pressured to respond. Repetition of exercises was also used to reinforce learning and increase students’ confidence over time.
Discussion
This section critically discusses the key findings of the study in relation to existing literature on inclusive education and classroom leadership. Anchored in the study’s primary aim of examining how teachers’ classroom leadership practices contribute to inclusive learning environments, the discussion focuses on high school settings in two Swedish suburban schools. Rather than treating inclusion as an uncontested concept, this discussion interrogates how teachers actively construct inclusive practices within pedagogical and curricular constraints, particularly in culturally and linguistically diverse classrooms. Three interrelated themes emerge from the findings: fostering mutual respect and equitable participation, maintaining cultural awareness through responsive communication, and implementing inclusive learning strategies.
         Under the theme of fostering mutual respect and equitable participation, the findings reveal that teachers’ understandings of inclusive education remain varied and, at times, ambiguous. This variation reflects existing research indicating that inclusive education is understood differently by teachers, often resulting in fragmented or inconsistent practices (Jia, Tan & Santi, 2022; Nilholm, 2021). However, inclusive education is frequently framed in broad terms that encompass ethnicity, language, gender, and social background (Atanasova & Papen, 2025; Pearl, 2024), such broad definitions risk diluting conceptual clarity. The findings suggest that although these broad interpretations promote openness, they also complicate the development of coherent and systematic inclusive practices at the school level, reinforcing concerns raised about the challenges of translating inclusion into practice (Brennan & Pennycook, 2025).
The teachers’ strong emphasis on creating safe and respectful classroom environments indicates a relational approach to inclusion, where belonging and emotional security are prioritised as prerequisites for learning. While this aligns with previous research highlighting the importance of teacher–student relationships in shaping equitable learning environments (Pearl, 2024; Grooms et al., 2024), the findings also suggest a potential limitation: inclusion is often equated with interpersonal harmony rather than critically engaging with structural inequalities embedded in classroom practices. Differentiation emerges as a commonly cited strategy intended to address diverse learning needs and promote equity (Paulsrud, 2022). However, the reliance on differentiation alone risks positioning inclusion as an individualised pedagogical adjustment rather than a broader transformation of classroom norms and power relations.
Across the interviews, the participant teachers consistently describe inclusive education as ensuring that all students feel safe, welcome, and valued, thereby avoiding feelings of exclusion or “strangeness” within the classroom. While this understanding is consistent with previous research emphasising equity and empathy (Nepal et al., 2021), it also reveals a largely affective framing of inclusion. Such framing, although important, may underplay the cognitive and academic dimensions of inclusion, particularly in relation to access to knowledge and high expectations for all learners. Teachers also acknowledge that increasing racial, socioeconomic, and linguistic diversity has intensified the need for inclusive teaching practices, echoing findings from earlier studies (Grooms et al., 2024). Yet, this acknowledgment does not always translate into explicit strategies for addressing systemic barriers faced by marginalised students.
A critical tension emerging from both the findings and the literature concerns the expanding scope of inclusion. While some studies caution that broadening inclusion to encompass ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic background may marginalise the needs of students with disabilities (Atanasova & Papen, 2025), this concern was notably absent from the teachers’ accounts. Instead, inclusion has been predominantly understood as accessibility for all students regardless of background, shifting the focus away from disability towards cultural awareness. This finding aligns with previous research (Atanasova & Papen, 2025; Pearl, 2024) but also raises critical questions about whether disability-specific needs risk becoming invisible within culturally framed inclusion discourses. The absence of explicit concern for this potential tension suggests that professional knowledge and personal beliefs about inclusion may be deeply intertwined and insufficiently interrogated in practice (Weger, 2025).

        Regarding the theme of maintaining cultural awareness through responsive communication, the findings indicate that all teachers demonstrated a degree of flexibility in their teaching practices, particularly through adapting instructional approaches and language used to accommodate students from diverse backgrounds. While such flexibility aligns with previous research emphasising its importance for supporting learning in heterogeneous classrooms (Grooms et al., 2024), the findings also suggest that flexibility is often treated as an individual teacher response rather than a systematically embedded pedagogical stance. Teachers framed these adaptations as necessary for addressing diversity, reinforcing the view of schools as social and cultural centres serving all stakeholders within the school system, in line with the Swedish school curriculum (Skolverket.se, 2025).
However, although teachers acknowledge the need to respond to students’ cultural and linguistic diversity, there is limited evidence of critical engagement with how socio-cultural communication can be deliberately leveraged to enhance academic outcomes. Research highlights that effective responsive communication requires teachers to actively draw on students’ cultural experiences as resources for learning, rather than merely accommodating difference (Barton & Riddle, 2022). While teachers are positioned as having the authority to shape classroom environments that respond to the evolving needs of diverse student populations and promote equity (Wolfe, 2024), the findings suggest that this potential is unevenly realised in practice.
       Similarly, teachers reported employing inclusive strategies such as differentiated instruction by adapting content, learning processes, and assessment products to address varied interests and learning needs (Nepal et al., 2021). Although these practices are consistent with the core mission and values of the Swedish school curriculum, which emphasises openness and respect for diversity regardless of cultural background (Skolverket.se, 2025), they risk remaining superficial if not accompanied by deeper pedagogical reflection. Notably, teachers highlighted the use of translated learning materials as a means of supporting students’ identity affirmation and reducing language barriers, a practice identified as essential for fostering inclusive classroom environments (Pearl, 2024). Nevertheless, reliance on translation alone may limit opportunities for sustained linguistic development and meaningful participation unless integrated into broader, culturally responsive teaching strategies.
When implementing inclusive learning strategies, differentiation emerges as a central component of inclusive education and a primary means through which teachers respond to the needs of diverse learners, consistent with previous studies (Paulsrud, 2022). Contrary to some research suggesting that teachers often experience uncertainty or lack confidence in applying differentiation (Nepal et al., 2021), the participants in this study demonstrate a clear sense of competence and assurance in using differentiated practices. This finding suggests that differentiation, when underpinned by professional expertise, can position teachers as active agents of equity who intentionally work to support marginalised students through socially inclusive practices (Teemant et al., 2020). Teachers’ professional competence thus plays a critical role in shaping instructional quality and influencing student learning outcomes (Weger, 2025).
Nevertheless, the findings also point to inherent tensions in the implementation of differentiation. While teachers viewed differentiation as necessary for equity, research indicates that it often demands increased effort during assessment processes, potentially intensifying teachers’ workload (Kahmann, Mienke Droop & Lazonder, 2024). Moreover, differentiation may unintentionally reinforce student categorisation, which can negatively affect learning outcomes if not carefully managed (Lüddeckens, 2025). These tensions highlight the complexity of inclusive practices, particularly within an evolving educational landscape where inclusivity and adaptability are increasingly positioned as central priorities (Segura, Canale & Prenovost, 2025). This complexity is further compounded by the absence of a clear consensus on the concept of teacher leadership, which continues to shape how inclusive practices are interpreted and enacted in classrooms (Brennan & Pennycook, 2025).
Additionally, the findings reveal that teachers employ a range of complementary strategies to support inclusion beyond differentiation. One teacher emphasises the importance of ensuring equal access to digital support as a means of adapting instruction for students from diverse backgrounds. Another highlighted the use of group work to promote integration, aligning with research showing that positive classroom climates and peer support contribute to improved student performance (Molyneux & Diamond, 2025). The use of varied teaching methods was also seen as instrumental in fostering mutual understanding, respect, and tolerance among students (Rrustemi & Kurteshi, 2025).
Consistent with previous studies, the findings underscore that inclusive practices promote equity and cultivate a sense of belonging by ensuring that all students feel socially valued (Nepal et al., 2021). Prioritising cultural literacy and adopting a humanistic approach were identified as key strategies for creating inclusive and supportive learning environments that address diverse student needs (Bordeaux, 2024). Within the Swedish educational context, inclusivity remains a foundational principle embedded in the curriculum’s core mission and values (Skolverket.se, 2025). At the international level, inclusive schooling is similarly recognised as the most effective response to diversity in contemporary education (Atanasova & Papen, 2025; Jia, Tan & Santi, 2022). By valuing all learners, inclusive education enables students to learn from one another while fostering acceptance and belonging (Pearl, 2024). Ultimately, the teachers’ prioritisation of diversity and inclusivity reflects efforts to cultivate a school culture that enhances students’ cultural competence and empathy, thereby challenging exclusionary barriers as highlighted in existing research (Bordeaux, 2024).
Conclusion
This phenomenological study examined how teachers’ leadership practices in high school classrooms contributed to inclusive learning environments where all students felt valued and supported. The findings show that, despite increased emphasis on inclusion in diverse educational settings, inclusivity was interpreted in varied ways, with teachers adopting different pedagogical approaches to engage learners from diverse backgrounds. This variation underscores the complex and context-dependent nature of inclusive practice in contemporary classrooms.
Analysis of the interview data identified key themes: fostering mutual respect and equitable participation, maintaining cultural awareness through responsive communication, and implementing inclusive learning strategies that promoted engagement. Together, these themes suggest that inclusion extends beyond traditional associations with disability to encompass linguistic, cultural, and socio-economic diversity. At the same time, teachers’ interpretations of inclusion were shaped by their professional experiences, classroom contexts, and pedagogical beliefs, resulting in varied inclusive practices. These findings highlight the need to critically examine how inclusive ideals are enacted through everyday classroom leadership in increasingly diverse educational contexts.
Although conducted in two suburban schools in Stockholm, the study provides a contextualised understanding of classroom-level inclusivity and offers insight into how educators navigate inclusive practices alongside curriculum demands and classroom realities. The findings are not intended to represent all semi-urban high schools in Sweden, as inclusive practices may vary across contexts.
Overall, while teachers demonstrate strong commitment to inclusive values, their classroom leadership practices are often guided by broad and sometimes vague interpretations of inclusion, potentially limiting its transformative impact. Future research and practice should therefore aim to develop a more coherent understanding of inclusive education and teacher leadership, alongside further exploration of effective strategies for promoting digital inclusion in culturally and linguistically diverse classrooms.
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