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Understanding inclusive education – a theoretical
contribution from system theory and the constructionist
perspective
Anna Cecilia Rapp and Anabel Corral-Granados

Department of Teacher Education, University of Trondheim NTNU, Trondheim, Norway

ABSTRACT
The meaning of the term ‘inclusion’ is often taken for granted and
seldom defined. Empirical research on inclusive education is often
normative since it is based on terms such as ‘justice’ and
‘democracy’. Such terms are challenging to translate into real
practice because their meanings depend on a subjective
evaluation related to the time and place where inclusion is
supposed to happen. Inclusive education, therefore, is
challenging to explore in research and to achieve in educational
situations. This article explores the understanding of inclusive
education through the lens of social system theory developed by
Niklas Luhmann as well as theory of institutionalism. With the
perspectives underlying mechanisms that create inclusion and
exclusion in schools are identified at different institutional levels.
Furthermore it is shown how subsystems include and exclude, i.e.
what criteria apply to the access and rejection of a system. In this
theoretical contribution to understanding inclusive education, we
seek to intertwine Luhmann’s theory of inclusion and exclusion
with the institutional theory of the social construction of reality
to discuss how policy, management, teaching, student
relationships, and everything within the context of education that
involves communication can create institutionalised systems with
mechanisms that form persistent exclusion for some students.
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Introduction

The general focus on school inclusion can be traced back to The Salamanca Statement
and Framework for Action on Special Needs Education that was crafted in 1994
(UNESCO 1994). The Salamanca document features normative principles for inclusion
that recognise institutions that include every student, highlight diversity as an asset,
support learning, and respond to individual needs (UNESCO 1994, 2020). Beyond Sala-
manca, interest in inclusive education has risen in member states and organisations that
signed the statement, politics, and research and educational organisations. However, the
understanding and definition of the concept and development of inclusive practices differ
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in and between different countries and make researching inclusive education even more
essential for understanding what inclusion is and how it can be achieved (Hernández-
Torrano, Somerton, and Helmer 2020). Lately, several schools have produced systematic
reviews on the concept of inclusion and have noted that the definition of inclusive edu-
cation differs between theoretical approaches. Some believe that the core concept of
inclusion only concerns specific groups or categories of people, whereas others maintain
that inclusion involves everyone (Nilholm and Göransson 2017). Commonly, researchers
who study inclusive education refer to the Salamanca statement to highlight the impor-
tance of social justice, democracy, and the elimination of all forms of exclusion and dis-
crimination (Hernández-Torrano, Somerton, and Helmer 2020). However, inclusive
education as a normative, based policy is challenging to explore in research and to
achieve in specific educational situations because context and individuals differ from
situation to situation (Caspersen et al. 2020; Halinen and Järvinen 2008).

This article aims to contribute to the theoretical understanding of inclusion to explore
how inclusion and exclusion are continually ongoing processes that are constructed by
communication at different levels in society. Few authors have discussed inclusion’s con-
ceptual framework regarding schools using sociological perspectives (Felder 2018), and
not many researchers have used Niklas Luhmann’s theory to discuss the theoretical
aspects of the notion of inclusion in schools (Baraldi and Corsi 2017; Hilt 2017; Qvortrup
and Qvortrup 2018). Because inclusive education is a complex process to study and
achieve, we suggest using system theory and the concept of inclusion and exclusion to
understand how students can be included and excluded by various forms of communi-
cation during a typical school day. Moreover, we try to integrate the systemically theor-
etical concepts of inclusion and exclusion with the social-constructionist perspective that
was developed by Berger and Luckmann (1966) to demonstrate how people in communi-
cation with each other socially construct everyday life and how such interactions can
create systems for inclusion and exclusion. We also want to reveal how these systems
form a construction in relation to the institutional environment.

In this article, we argue for the use of a combined theoretical model that utilises three
useful perspectives and their associated conceptual frameworks. We will first describe
existing research and interpretations of theories that relate to inclusive education.
Then we will discuss some challenges related to achieving complete inclusion before
demonstrating the usefulness of social-constructionist theory (Berger and Luckmann
1966; Meyer 2010). We will also utilise the theoretical perspective of Niklas Luhmann’s
system theory (Luhmann 1995) and the concepts of inclusion and exclusion (Luhmann
and Rasch 2002). Finally, we will argue for a theoretical framework that comprises con-
cepts that can help researchers understand how persistently inclusion and exclusion are
formed.

A brief review of the field

Research about inclusive education is extensive and complex. Inclusive education focuses
on students with disabilities and every student; it also focuses on educational policies and
organisations. Researchers have used different theoretical approaches and methods to
explore and act. Because of the size of the field and the complexity of the concept, the
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research branches out in several directions. However, articles published in the field often
present the political ideas contained in the Salamanca statement.

Researching inclusive education is important since it focuses on social justice and
democracy (Hernández-Torrano, Somerton, and Helmer 2020). The Salamanca state-
ment, which was signed by 92 member nations and 25 international organisations,
places the responsibility for inclusive education onto governments and their educational
organisations. The main goal of related policies is to counteract discrimination and
exclusion that target diversity (Ainscow and Miles 2008; Ainscow, Slee, and Best
2019). However, the idea of inclusion refers not only to diversity in the form of
ability: it also refers to other differences such as gender and cultural background or
the ways that schools structure and address these differences (Sturm 2019). Because
the concept has political implications, theoretical frameworks that deal with understand-
ing the concept of inclusive education often refer to UNESCO or local policies.

Since the concept of inclusion is outlined according to a normative, political idea of
democracy and justice, it is not surprising that the idea of inclusive education in research
is hard to grasp. The concept is complex, broad, and ambiguous (Szumski, Smogor-
zewska, and Karwowski 2017); therefore, it is challenging to study and to construct
(Ainscow and Sandill 2010; Forlin 2010). Researchers’ understandings of the key con-
cepts and definitions that relate to inclusive education differ between scholars and
countries (Brusling and Pepin 2003). Different definitions and complex perspectives
affect the research on the topic, as well as the possibility of achieving inclusive education
in practice (Göransson and Nilholm 2014). A vast array of interests is attached to the idea
of inclusive education, and definitions of the concept differ around the world.
Therefore, inclusive education is subjected to multiple definitions that problematise at
least cross-national research on it (Hernández-Torrano, Somerton, and Helmer 2020).
However, several reviews of the field have contributed to the overview of the different
approaches.

Sorting out the ideas

When studying inclusive education, scholars have differed on the study objective. Some
researchers have incorporated all forms of student diversity in their definitions of inclus-
ive education (Florian, Young, and Rouse 2010), and others have referred to curricula,
teaching and learning in their definitions (Westwood 2018). Other researchers have
defined inclusion as relating to educational leadership (Randel et al. 2018). The
concept varies from framing inclusion as relating to disabilities and special educational
needs (Fasting, Hausstätter, and Turmo 2011; Vislie 2003, 2004) to framing inclusion as a
normative principle in society (Van Mieghem et al. 2020). Differences in implementing
inclusive education involve ideas about how education should be organised. Therefore,
politicians, researchers and practitioners perceive inclusive education differently con-
cerning what schools can and should do to help inclusive education succeed (Göransson
and Nilholm 2014).

Inclusion is associated with diversity (Burner, Nodeland, and Aamaas 2018; Devara-
konda and Powlay 2016; Loreman, Deppeler, and Harvey 2005), equity (Goodwin 2012;
Shaeffer 2019), equality (Eklund et al. 2012; Lundahl 2016), citizenship (McAnelly and
Gaffney 2019; Nutbrown and Clough 2009), and the universal right to sufficient and
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adapted education (Gran 2017; McAnelly and Gaffney 2019). In pedagogy and special
pedagogy, the concept has been defined as a student’s belonging to a professional,
social and cultural community, and inclusion also concerns participation quality, demo-
cratisation, and dividends in education (Solli 2010).

The degree of inclusion has also been discussed. Haug (2016) identified four elements
that he described as the degrees of inclusion: increasing the community, increasing par-
ticipation, increasing democratisation, and increasing dividends. Inclusion has also been
described as a program that helps schools adapt to the diversity of children. Children
should be placed, received, or allowed to participate in a regular school setting, and
the school, as much as possible, should realise the whole set of its objectives for all
groups of students. One could hardly talk about inclusion if this is not the claim (Casper-
sen et al. 2020).

In their mapping of research on inclusive education after 1994, Hernández-Torrano,
Somerton, and Helmer (2020) defined four schools of research: systems and structures,
special education, accessibility and participation, and critical research. In their review,
they found a progressive and steady increase in publications on inclusive education
that began in 2004 and continues today. Their analysis defined various themes, including
higher education settings and issues related to accessibility, teachers’ education and atti-
tudes about inclusive education, inclusion in teaching, collaboration and professional
development, and practices and principles for inclusive schools and classrooms. In a the-
matic analysis of 26 reviews, Van Mieghem et al. (2020) discovered five main themes:
attitudes towards inclusive education, teachers’ professional development regarding
the issue, inclusive educational practices, student participation and critical reflections
on inclusive educational research.

Inclusion and exclusion – towards a theory of systems

The main goal of the educational system is to function as an integrational institution in
society, and inclusive education is often seen as the way to reach this goal. In some cases,
inclusion and integration are difficult to separate. Based on what has been written about
inclusion and integration in Europe, Bricker (1995, 2000) and Vislie (2003, 2004)
suggested that the two concepts could and should be separated because they have
different focuses. When the concept of integration first came up in the 1960s and
1970s (Dockar-Drysdale 1966), researchers linked it to processes at the systemic level
and reforms concerning all students’ right to education, including education in local
schools for children with disabilities (Ewing 1962; O’Flanagan 1960; Wallin 1966) and
the integration between special education and the regular school system (Ekstrom
1970). In comparison to integration, Vislie (2003) argued that the concept of inclusion
is considerably broader. The alternative term ‘inclusion’ was introduced to describe
the quality of teaching offered to students with special needs in integrated contexts
and to describe what teaching that includes all students with diverse needs should
look like. The term ‘inclusion’ was further developed to include good praxis that includes
every student.

The content of the term ‘inclusion’ must capture a wide range of school objectives
(Caspersen, Smeby, and Olaf Aamodt 2017; Caspersen et al. 2020). However, practical
research on inclusion is as much about counteracting exclusion as it is about creating

4 A. C. RAPP AND A. CORRAL-GRANADOS



the right conditions for inclusion and equal learning opportunities (Weiner 2003).
Working with inclusion is not about creating inclusion for special groups: the goal is
to transform the school into a long-term democratisation project that provides all chil-
dren with good educations and reduces all forms of exclusion (Nevøy and Ohna 2014).
Moreover, there is a gap between inclusion as rhetoric and praxis: ‘Uncertainty in the
content of meaning is reflected in the relationship between ideal and practice. Diversity
and inclusion are celebrated in the political rhetoric, but there are few concrete instruc-
tions on what it should mean in practice’ (Solli 2010, 30).

This article seeks to understand and explore inclusion and exclusion in education in a
way that focuses on students in general. This article also aims to consider a broad spec-
trum of situations and institutional and organisational levels. The model we present is
useful for both research and practice. The theoretical model developed in this article is
useful for understanding how to determine the boundaries of inclusion and exclusion
at different levels and in different situations concerning all students in the educational
system. Moreover, we will include a way to explore the link between policy and praxis
in our model by using the concepts of inclusion and exclusion. Even though a few
researchers have claimed that inclusion is the other side of exclusion, it is difficult to
leave the normative idea that inclusion is a form of social justice and a democratic
project and move towards the idea that every child is included in some settings in
school and excluded from others (Booth 2018; Popay 2010). Thinking in this way
means that we must admit that most children are excluded from more areas than they
are included in (Luhmann 1995), which is an argument that does not fit with most edu-
cational policies. Research on inclusive education often compares praxis with normative
policies on global or local levels. The complicated link between policy and practice needs
to be further explored, and theoretical concepts are needed to explain whether a policy is
followed and why a policy does not work in practice (Azorín and Ainscow 2020). The
process of translating policy into practice is complicated on micro and macro societal
levels. Sometimes, contradictions between different policy goals that are related to
inclusion create exclusion when they are translated into the field of practice; for
example, one policy might require every child to work in the same classroom. but
another policy might require them to use different curricula (Shawer 2017). In this scen-
ario, a child could potentially be socially included but academically excluded (Hymel and
Katz 2019). Furthermore, policies do not automatically make children socially included
in a group just because they are physically included in classroom settings (Sokal and Katz
2017).

Theoretical frame

The theoretical framework that we suggest should be used to study inclusive education
stems from sociology in system theory as well as social-constructionist theory. In
social science, the concept of exclusion often appears with its conceptual partner,
inclusion, which is linked to ideas that stem from integration and solidarity, which
have political connections to the French 70s (Silver 1994). Aasland and Fløtten (2010),
as well as Qvortrup and Qvortrup (2018), viewed exclusion as a multidimensional
phenomenon in which different variables that are related to living conditions function
as indicators of degrees of inclusion in and exclusion from educational rights, civil
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rights, the labour market, participation in civil society, and social arenas. Such an
approach identifies social problems without examining the relationship between the pro-
blems and the reasons for exclusion, such as the mechanisms that govern why certain
categories of people participate politically while others do not (Amin 2019; Rawal
2008; Syahra 2010). According to these ideas, exclusion in education often leads to exclu-
sion in other areas of society due to the importance of education for inclusion, in among
others, the labour market (Vanderstraeten 2020).

To study how a school works towards inclusion, one must consider the binary concept
of exclusion; only then is it possible to explore what mechanisms are at work and under-
stand how inclusion and exclusion take place and what criteria determine inclusion and
exclusion in a specific context. Degrees of students’ inclusion that concern an unclear
concept are difficult to identify and are, therefore, difficult for an organisation to
manage. In the next part, we will discuss an alternative way to theoretically understand
inclusive education.

System theory by Niklas Luhmann

System theory is sometimes used in research on inclusive education. For example,
Qvortrup and Qvortrup (2018) suggested in their article that an operational definition
of inclusion that is differentiated according to three dimensions is needed to handle
inclusion as a phenomenon that concerns all children. They suggested that we must
define different levels of inclusion, different types of social communities where inclusion
and exclusion can take place, and different degrees of inclusion and exclusion in different
communities. In our theoretical framework, we explore the use of Luhmann’s system
theory and the concepts of inclusion and exclusion.

Luhmann’s theory about society as a conglomerate of self-referential social systems
investigates how these systems construct meaning and how these constructions affect
inclusive and exclusive processes (Hilt 2017). We define the concept of inclusion as
being inextricably intertwined with the notion of exclusion and strongly connected to
the functional differentiation of society. Inclusion and exclusion are connected to
systems of communication that interlink and define the operations that are included
in the system (Luhmann 1995; Luhmann 1977; Vanderstraeten 2004). These social
systems consist of meaningful contexts regarding social actions that refer to each other
and delimit the outside world. The different systems respond to a complex environment
and are built on the communication of needs, such as the need for adaptive education.

The concept of inclusion is inextricably intertwined with the functional differentiation
of society (Luhmann and Rasch 2002). They claimed that it is no longer possible as a
human being to be more or less integrated into society as a system since people are
born into social classes in segmented societies that define their lives and conditions. In
such societies, the order of inclusion follows the differentiation principle of society.
Society, according to Luhmann and Rasch (2002; 1995), consists of several socially
inclusive and exclusive sub-systems such as politics, economics, religion, education,
work, science, and so on. According to Qvortrup and Qvortrup (2018), these sub-
systems can be described as different communities in relation to educational inclusion.
They suggested distinguishing between society, organisations and interactions, where
inclusion and exclusion must be understood in relation to functional sub-systems.
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These systems are based on individual forms and principles that include one aspect of the
outside world and exclude everything else (Luhmann 1995). The form inevitably arises
when operations are interlinked and thus defines which operations are suitable for
inclusion in the system (Luhmann 1995). At the societal level (Qvortrup and Qvortrup
2018), inclusion and exclusion take place in relation to specific social systems within
society. Meaningful content acts as the internal node around which communication in
the system is centred. Therefore, the activity in a classroom can create and consist of
many different social sub-systems.

Communication, according to Luhmann (1995), consists of information, messages,
and understanding and is performed through linguistic and physical actions. Since a
system produce the same communication that it is built around, it can be considered
autopoietic. Different social systems can be seen as responses to a complex environment
– they need to communicate a need. When a student in an educational system cannot
follow along with regular teaching, they need something else that the broader educational
system cannot provide. Once this is determined, several possibilities for systemic differ-
entiation arise. According to policy, an inclusive system will differentiate in, for instance,
adaptive teaching or special education in the classroom. However, system differentiation
in a policy-compliant system can be exclusive in other ways; for example, it can be
socially or academically exclusive.

The different systems base their communication on contingency – that is, the idea that
things could have been different. Contingency relates to inclusion and exclusion. When
actors within a system choose which types of communication to include, they also choose
which types to exclude. Communication choices risk not contributing to maintaining a
system (Luhmann 1995; Ritzer 2000). Inclusion is, in other words, the inner side of the
form, while exclusion is the outer side.

Some principles in society are designed to ensure the integration of individuals. Civil
rights and human rights are some examples of such principles. These principles are nor-
mative since they are based on a kind of justice policy andmeasure inclusion based on the
same normative principles that society has created for itself. According to Luhmann,
these principles only mean that people have equality in the right and freedom to enter
into contracts with specific functional systems. However, that right and freedom are
used differently by people, and the functional system determines the criteria for inclusion
and exclusion. A functionally differentiated society can tolerate extreme differences in the
distribution of public and private resources. Still, this idea presupposes equality in the law
and freedom (i.e. the principles of inclusion for a given system can be legitimised by
anyone who can achieve them, and exclusion can be seen as temporary and vulnerable
to change) (Luhmann and Rasch 2002). The codes and legitimisation of different sub-
systems in education are created through policies and are translated (Sahlin and
Wedlin 2008) by schools’ employees. Binary codes and legitimisation are also socially
constructed forms of communication that are used by individual actors in educational
systems and are institutionalised as sub-systems within schools (Emmerich 2020).
When it comes to education, ‘non-education’ does not always mean ‘non-education’
in a literal sense. The empirical correlation between overlaps and other societal
systems is clear: education provides work, whereas non-education increases the risk of
exclusion and marginalisation.
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As illustrated previously, Luhmann’s theory of society is a theory about a system of
systems in which several inclusive and exclusive mechanisms act. According to this per-
spective, inclusive and exclusive mechanisms are and will always be a reality that must be
dealt with. It is unrealistic and conceptually impossible to think that everyone can be
included in an organisation or an interactive system. Instead, we are dealing with a
complex, sophisticated, and flexible system made of inclusions and exclusions. As illus-
trated, the inclusive and exclusive processes in schools correspond to or resemble the
inclusive and exclusive processes in society to a great extent. This means that focusing
on the complexities of inclusion is not only relevant as a prerequisite for managing
the inclusion of all children, but it is also a way of preparing children for participation
in society (Qvortrup and Qvortrup 2018). However, if social systems continually
include or exclude communication that hinders inclusive education, is there anything
that can be done about it? In the next part, we suggest that human beings who create
norms and institutions that affect communication in social systems construct social
systems.

System theory in a social-constructionist perspective

In developing a theoretical model useful to research inclusive education, we used insti-
tutional theory to interpret the concept of inclusion. In 1966, Berger and Luckmann
described institutionalisation as ‘[t]he social construction of reality’ and claimed that
people socially construct institutions through their everyday communication with each
other. From the social-constructionist perspective, researchers have studied how the
individual relates to the social constructions of history and culture (Sempowicz et al.
2018). Social constructionism has been used to interpret how inclusion theories and prin-
ciples relate to early childhood education (Jamero 2019; Mallory and New 1994) and to
define the conceptual framework of inclusion in the United States (Dudley-Marling and
Burns 2014). It has also been used to interpret professional practices that follow the
Vygotskyan concept of scaffolding (Armstrong 2019; Walker and Berthelsen 2008) and
social norms and tools that reflect social-interactionist approaches and social construc-
tionism in schools (Carrington et al. 2020; Joy and Murphy 2012; Sempowicz et al. 2018).

Berger and Luckmann (1966) claimed that people socially construct institutions
through their communication with each other. Their theory on social construction is
rooted in Marx’s proposition that a person’s consciousness is determined by their soci-
ality, which also includes what most people know as reality. Reality, therefore, is socially
constructed according to a certain process. This process depends especially on language,
which allows the individual to objectify and typify a subjective experience, to transcend
the here-and-now, and to build up meanings and a social stock of knowledge that can be
distributed and passed from generation to generation (Higgins and Ballard 2000).

All human activity is prone to becoming habitual. Institutionalisation exists in the
initial stage of every social situation that takes place in time. Repeated actions often
turn into patterns that are perceived as definitive patterns or ‘the way we do it.’ Creating
institutions is beneficial. Norms enable us to save energy when we perform actions. The
number of options related to certain actions is reduced through institutionalisation, so
we do not need to think through every step. Habits replace drives since they constitute
human control and specialisation (Berger and Luckmann 1966), and institutionalisation
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takes place when habitual actions are mutually typified. These typifications are available
to all members of the social group in question. Institutions typify both individual actors
and individual actions and always have a history of which they are a product. An insti-
tutional world is experienced as an objective reality. Therefore, we suggest that the rise of
a social sub-system can be seen as a social construction that takes place between actors in
the field such as policymakers, practitioners, and researchers (Schneider, Hastings, and
LaBriola 2018).

Institutions simultaneously react to and create their environments (Berger and Luck-
mann 1966). This means that, besides actors’ individual contributions to institutionalisa-
tion in education, wider norms in society also affect communication and
institutionalisation (Meyer 1977; Meyer and Rowan 1977). Neo-institutional theory
explains how ideas travel and are received and translated into the institutional landscape
(Meyer 2006). Institutional theorists have built new theories and arguments about the
wider social conditions that affect and support such systems of actors in reaction to
the predominant modern social theory that depicts society as being made up of auton-
omous and purposeful individual, organised actors (Meyer 2010). However, neo-insti-
tutional theory is seldom seen as a framework that connects to inclusion in education
and it is not a pronounced theoretical perspective for researchers who study teachers’
professional development (Ramberg 2014) or comparative international education
(Wiseman and Chase-Mayoral 2014). Nevertheless, neo-institutional theory recognises
that the way we conduct inclusive education is influenced by organisations, ideas, and
society in general.

The educational system is governed by various types of policies and controls that focus
on inclusion in education. However, several researchers have revealed that formal organ-
isations are often loosely coupled (Hawkins and James 2018) and structural elements are
only loosely linked to each other and activities and rules; formal structures are generally
constantly violated (Meyer and Rowan 1977)

Modern organisations are often complex and differentiated (Luhmann and Rasch
2002), which increases their need for coordination. Formally, coordinated work is con-
sidered to have competitive advantages since rationalised formal structures tend to
develop within organisations (Brunsson 2014). For example, schools frequently work
with several school development projects that are described and implemented by an
organisation and are supposed to help establish common strategies and practices
(Rapp 2018). This coordination tries to simplify, rationalise, control and legitimise the
organisation’s logic. By sorting all complex tasks and trying to maintain a standardised
and function-driven organisation with mechanical processes, one can (at least on
paper) encompass and oversee the complex content of the organisation while meeting
the varied demands of the institutional environment (Brunsson and Jacobsson 1998;
Eriksson-Zetterquist 2009). This type of differentiation within the educational system
might aid in the construction of several inclusive and exclusive programs and institutio-
nalised practices (Rapp 2018). A known example of this is the educational system’s
exams. Conflicting pressure is exerted on teachers’ pedagogical approaches when it
comes to inclusion. A teacher must relate to the curriculum and individual students
while simultaneously timing an expected exam. The exam formally excludes individuals
because each student will either fail or succeed in taking the exam (Florian 2009).

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF INCLUSIVE EDUCATION 9



Both individuals and other actors in the educational system, as well as the wider norms
and ideas in society, guide institutionalised communication (Cornelissen et al. 2015).
Therefore, institutionalisation (Berger and Luckmann 1966) can be perceived as the
first form of a system. In other words, people construct systems using communication
that relates to norms and policies. Communication shapes institutionalised norms
over time. In terms of inclusion and exclusion, this shaping can be seen in systems
that feature binary codes that determine whether someone is inside or outside the
system. Therefore, inclusion and exclusion happen many times and in several ways in
the educational system. Moreover, they occur frequently and in varied ways during
each school day.

Concepts and theoretical model

The theories presented previously are all broad theories. In the theoretical
model, specific concepts from the system- and social-constructionist theories will be
addressed.

The concept of the social system is meaningful for investigating how inclusion and
exclusion in education occur. A social system is created through social communication.
Communication consists of information, messages, and understanding and is performed
through linguistic and physical actions. Once a system is created, it communicates
meaning. Meaning acts as the internal node around which communication in the
system is centred, and it defines what types of communication and ideas are included
in the system and what types are excluded. For example, activity in a classroom can
communicate many different meanings and, therefore, consist of many different social
sub-systems.

The environment puts pressure on a system by asking it to include different types of
meaning. Because a system is built on a particular meaning, it cannot incorporate con-
tradictions. Therefore, the system reacts by ignoring the pressure or differentiating into
several sub-systems, which again strengthens the argument that educational systems
consist of many social sub-systems. Moreover, the concept of socially constructed
reality is important. This concept maintains that social interactions between human
beings create norms and institutions that later on are a part of the further construction
of reality.

We suggest that social systems are socially constructed not only by human beings but
also by norms and institutions such as laws, policies or general popular opinions. The
latter understanding stems from neo-institutional theory, which maintains that ideas
travel and are translated into educational systems, objectified into various types of pol-
icies, and are used to focus on inclusion in education. Formal institutions are often
loosely coupled, and structural elements are loosely linked to each other. Talk, decisions
and act is not always in line with the institutional rules; formal structures are constantly
violated. In conjunction with inclusion, the social construction of institutions can appear
on different levels. Hence, institutionalisation is not only a construction made by
individuals who interact with each other but is also a process that depends on society
(Figure 1).

In the background of the presented theoretical frame, an empirical question concern-
ing what type of social systems (and sub-systems) create inclusion and exclusion is
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presented. The question is relevant since sub-systems also depend on society, context,
culture, schools, and groups of children. For example, a student who has an injury
that prevents them from taking part in physical activities would be excluded from
sport-related communication but included in communication about injuries. That type
of exclusion sometimes also leads to social exclusion (Rapp 2006).

Discussion

The school is often called an institution (Berg 2007; Tyler 2011), and it has many func-
tions. It is also obligated to ensure inclusive education (Corbett 1999). However,
researchers have demonstrated that the opposite often happens: the institution creates
exclusion.

In the theoretical framework, we introduced a model that addresses inclusion as the
opposite of exclusion, which is a continually ongoing process that is constructed
through communication at different institutional and organisational levels and creates
gaps between policy and practice. Some of the following examples illustrate the use of
our model.

First, we would like to explain that inclusion and exclusion in education are driven not
only by the educational system but also by other systems at the societal level. Using our
theoretical understanding on a macro level, one can see that the educational system is
challenged not only by marginalised policies (Camilleri-Cassar 2014) and the neo-liberal-
isation of education but also by other systems like housing. In Nordic education, for
example, local schools together with a free choice of schools were meant to support
equity and inclusion. Although the educational system is coherent and built on meaning-
ful communication, it is challenged by its environment because it is linked to housing,
resulting in urban segregation (Musterd and Ostendorf 2013).

Figure 1. This theoretical model illustrates the concepts and how they operate in reality, as well as
how to use them to inform research on inclusive education.

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF INCLUSIVE EDUCATION 11



Second, educational support systems that relate to special education, healthcare and
social services do not operate at the school level but instead operate at the municipal
level. Because of that, the schools need to handle the pressure that is placed on the
system. As our theoretical model suggests, most schools accomplish this by ignoring
the pressure or by differentiating into several sub-systems (Luhmann 1995). We can
examine how this works by examining how schools handle bullying. Ignoring bullying
in a specific class is not an option because this would involve breaking the law. As
explained by Rapp (2018), the school as a social system differentiates into social sub-
systems by implementing many programs that are supposed to help the school meet chal-
lenges and offset pressure in the environment. Problems arise when the school as an
organisation loses control of how the implemented program works in relation to
inclusion and exclusion.

Third, the theoretical model is useful for understanding what happens in a specific
classroom. Communication is a constant ongoing phenomenon in social interaction.
During a lesson in a specific classroom, several interactions and communications
occur at the same time. Because inclusion and exclusion are connected to systems of
communication (Luhmann 1995; Luhmann 1977; Vanderstraeten 2004), the people in
the classroom constantly create systems that include and exclude the students (Bur-
kholder, Sims, and Killen 2019). For example, some students might discuss their
common leisure activities but might dismiss a conversation with another student
because they do not engage in the same activity. Additionally, during a specific math
lesson, some students might be unable to follow their teacher’s instructions because
the level is difficult for them to understand. This does not mean that the teacher is not
inclusive, nor does it mean that math is exclusive; it means that this teacher’s specific
way of communicating excludes some students from participation. Every minute and
every day, we create communication that is inclusive or exclusive for different people
(Hilt 2017). This example highlights the importance of creating and using tools to
study the different social systems that are constructed in the classroom and what they
actually communicate.

When considering Berger and Luckmann’s theory, we can assume that several insti-
tutionalisation processes take place simultaneously within schools. When considering
inclusion and exclusion, one could assume that some of the institutions created
through the communication between different actors in the educational system could
be inclusive and that some of them could be exclusive, particularly within the ability–
disability dichotomy (Danforth and Rhodes 1997). Aspects such as test culture, home-
work and parental involvement, in addition to other parts of the school environment,
often exclude students with lower socio-economic backgrounds (Ng 2003).

This theoretical approach can be used in research on inclusive education. Policy ana-
lyses, interviews with educational personnel, and classroom observations can identify
meaningful, repetitive communication systems that inclusively and exclusively utilise
binary codes. The theoretical perspective could help different actors in the educational
system identify and reflect on how they are conversing and what types of communication
they are constructing so that they can understand how these are inclusive for some stu-
dents and exclusive for others.
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