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Inclusive teaching and learning in higher education 
 

Purposes: To inform HEI tutors about the character and creation of inclusive HEI learning environments. 
 

Many modern conceptualisations of Inclusive Pedagogy centralise participation as the means and outcome of 
inclusion. Hence, inclusive teaching and learning is likely to adopt a participatory framework and tutors who are 
seeking to create an inclusive learning environment will strive to maximise participation and connectedness. 
Gibson (2012) researched the experience of university students with disabilities. Though adaptions to resources, 
lighting and delivery style were important in enabling their access, what really mattered were friendships, 
support networks, connectedness with other learners and connectedness with tutors. Literature arising from 
research in schools adds support to the centrality of participation in inclusive education (Jordan et al., 2009; 
Black-Hawkins et al., 2007; Villa and Thousand, 2005). The social processes of life really matter to learners. 
Gibson (2012, p.366) notes that university learning is not simply a matter of growth in an individual’s 
understanding of subject knowledge. It also requires a developing awareness of self and an ability to learn from 
and with others.  

 
Biggs’ (2007) model of effective university teaching promotes a learner centred approach where tutors seek to 
understand the life worlds and conceptual worlds of their students so as to construct social and subject based 
connections with them. Gibson promotes dialogic teaching and learning as a vehicle for achieving this. 
McNamara and Conteh (2008) distinguish a dialogic approach from the notion of ‘interactive teaching’ in that it 
recognises the subjectivities and voices of all participants in the co-construction of knowledge.  

 
The activity below was designed to be social, participatory and dialogic. 

 In a session with postgraduate student teachers, a range of conceptual 
models of pupil difference were introduced (e.g. the normative or ‘bell 
curve’ model) along with models of classroom differentiation. In pairs 
and small groups, the student teachers evaluated the extent to which 
these models might promote or hinder inclusive practice.  

 Using the whiteboard, the tutor captured the thoughts and 
questions arising from this task. These included ‘limiting 
potential’, ‘glass ceiling’, ‘low expectations’, pupil 
disempowerment’, ‘convenience’, ‘segregation’, ‘stigmatisation’, 
‘policy’ and ‘politics’. 

 Once these were displayed, students were asked to create an image  
        that communicated a connection between these concepts and their own theoretical and practical 

stance. 
 The poster on the right is an example. The student teacher who created it conceptualised his class as a 

jigsaw puzzle. Each pupil was unique (different shaped pieces), individuals might share similarities 
(same pattern) but all belong together in the same space. In terms of his practice, he saw it as his role 
to plan learning experiences that would enable this jigsaw to come together in a meaningful way. He 
noted that the jigsaw might look different at different times for different subjects. He resolved that 
assessment processes were going to be essential in resisting segregation and stigmatisation. 

 Through the posters (and the students explanations of them), the tutor gained an insight into the 
practical, conceptual and philosophical positions of the learners in the room, using these as a basis for 
making connections to the wider theories and literature in the field.  

 
  See Further Reading for references and another example of a dialogic activity.  
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