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Inclusive education in the context of challenging behavior is one of the most 
demanding challenges for teachers. Good support systems help teachers become 
more positive about inclusion and gain greater confidence in realizing that they 
can succeed. Such support can be provided in the form of emotional support, 
internal or external guidance, courses, discussions or further education. As an 
alternative to a traditional individual-oriented approach to inclusion, this article 
argues that development of inclusive practice requires collaborative learning in 
the professional community, which again means that teachers have to make 
their own practice more transparent so that it can be explained, explored and 
challenged. This article is based on a qualitatively driven mixed-method case 
design, and the data come from interviews with and observations of 10 teachers, 
as well as a survey conducted at 16 schools in Western Norway. The findings 
show that many teachers struggle to find a balance between emotional support 
and asking exploratory questions about their schools' and their colleagues' 
practices. At the same time, it seems that schools that systematically ask each 
other critical questions have cultures that are more strongly characterized by a 
high degree of psychological safety and high professional standards.
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Introduction

Inclusive education in the context of challenging behavior is one of the most demanding 
challenges for teachers (Avramidis and Norwich, 2002; de Boer et al., 2011; Buttner et al., 2015; 
Øen and Krumsvik, 2022; Lindner et al., 2023). When inclusive practice is understood as a 
‘multi-faceted concept’ (Mitchell, 2015; Haug, 2017), teachers are often confronted with 
dilemmas, requiring them to balance what can be perceived as conflicting expectations and 
values (Ainscow et al., 2006). Typical dilemmas are academic development versus social 
development and consideration of the individual student versus the class community (Gidlund, 
2018). When teachers encounter challenging behavior, these dilemmas are expressed even 
more clearly. Teachers are under cross-pressure, and their stress levels may increase when they 
fear for their own safety or that of their pupils (Øen et al., 2023). Griffin and Shevlin (2007) 
emphasize the importance of awareness that teachers are as vulnerable as students regarding 
the loss of self-confidence if they experience a persistent feeling of lack of mastery, and 
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teachers’ self-efficacy has a great influence on their attitudes toward 
inclusion (Hosford and O'Sullivan, 2016; Hind et al., 2019). The risk 
of burnout also seems to increase in the face of challenging behavior 
(Scanlon and Barnes-Holmes, 2013; Øen et al., 2023).

Good support for teachers helps them gain confidence in the fact that 
they can succeed in developing an inclusive practice (Hind et al., 2019; 
Desombre et al., 2021; Lindner et al., 2023). Such support can come in the 
form of emotional support, internal or external guidance, courses or 
discussions. Krischler and Pit-ten Cate (2019) warn against professional 
development based on a ‘traditional’ approach to inclusion. Mhairi et al. 
(2021) claim that a traditional difficulty-oriented approach to inclusion 
can result in the development of a belief that realizing an inclusive practice 
requires specialist competence. This can cause teachers to outsource their 
responsibility toward individual students to experts (Orsati and Causton-
Theoharis, 2013; Razer and Friedman, 2013; Scanlon and Barnes-Holmes, 
2013; Barker and Mills, 2018). As an alternative, Krischler and Pit-ten 
Cate (2019) therefore suggest providing professional support in which 
teachers take part in critical discussions that challenge traditional 
educational thinking and practice. Mhairi et  al. (2021) highlight 
collaborative learning in the professional community as a key to the 
development of an inclusive practice, as it requires teachers to make their 
own practice more transparent so that it can be explained, explored and 
challenged. Ainscow (2020, p.10) argues that such processes and 
discussions can ‘create space for rethinking by interrupting existing 
discourses’. This idea is supported by Razer and Friedman (2013), who 
note that teachers must develop an approach to students with challenging 
behavior that goes beyond the boundaries of traditional pedagogy. 
However, a professional community in which teachers constructively 
explore and challenge each other’s practices appears to be demanding 
(Razer and Friedman, 2013). It is therefore crucial to develop a culture in 
the professional community where teachers’ negative feelings, frustrations 
and dilemmas can be openly expressed and discussed. The objective of 
this study is to gain a deeper understanding of the extent to which the 
professional community in schools fosters a culture of exploring and 
challenging existing practices. The research question of this article is, 
therefore, the following:

‘How can the professional community contribute to the development 
of a more inclusive practice related to challenging behavior?’

In referring to the professional community, the research question 
relies on Lave and Wenger’s (1991) concept of communities of practice 
(CoP). CoP can be defined as ‘groups of people who share a concern 
or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as 
they interact regularly’ (Wenger, 2011, p.  1). The professional 
community in this article comprises the entire staff of a school, as well 
as the school’s external support network, including organizations that 
engage in regular and systematic collaboration with the school, such 
as the Educational and Psychological Counseling Service (EPS).

Learning in the professional community

In situations where people experience anxiety or fear, they usually 
react with automated action patterns (Hogarth and Makridakis, 1981; 
Wickens, 2002; Phillips-Wren and Adya, 2020). The learning potential 
is great in such situations (Lewin, 1951), but it often remains untapped. 
In critical situations, people tend to hold back with regard to our 

established patterns of interpretation, preventing people from taking 
new perspectives (Kaempf et  al., 1996). New perspectives can 
be threatening, and people often end up looking for interpretations of 
the situations that coincide with the mental models they have always 
relied on. This does not mean that learning does not occur, but rather 
that it is limited to what Senge et al. (2005) call ‘reactive learning,’ where 
people improve on established practice. Reactive learning, therefore, has 
clear parallels with ‘single-loop learning’ (Argyris and Schön, 1974, 
1978). This means that one learns new actions, but such actions are 
based on the same assessment of the situation and the same perception 
of reality as before. Such learning forms an important part of teachers’ 
professional development and is important for the development of 
successful practice. However, when one repeatedly finds that practice 
does not work, reactive learning will fall short, and new approaches will 
be necessary. To be able to construct new interpretations of the situation, 
it is necessary to challenge the existing perception of reality and reflect 
on which personal theories lie behind one’s choices of action. Such 
processes can contribute to what Argyris and Schön (1974) call ‘double-
loop learning,’ which involves ‘deeper learning’ (Senge et al., 2005).

Robinson (2018) talks about the importance of engaging teachers’ 
theories of actions, since these are the underlying personal theories 
that drive their actions at both the individual and organizational 
levels. Fish and Coles (1998) illustrate this using the iceberg metaphor, 
where practice is the part of the iceberg that is visible and lies above 
the surface. Beneath the surface are the drivers of practice, which 
include a teacher’s theoretical knowledge, experiences, values, and 
perception of reality. In addition, the more collective values and 
perceptions of reality that make up a school’s organizational culture 
will also be strong drivers of practice. Innovative work requires ‘deeper 
learning’ (Senge et al., 2005), which specifically explores the drivers 
that lie hidden beneath the surface of the water. Challenging and 
exploring one’s own, colleagues’, and the organization’s theories of 
action can be frightening (Schein, 1993), as organizational learning 
‘involves the detection and correction of errors’ (Argyris and Schön, 
1978, p. 2). A prerequisite for an innovative professional community 
is therefore a high degree of psychological safety (Edmondson and Lei, 
2014), which means being able to say what you think, provide input 
and suggestions, share your expertise, and be yourself without fear of 
reprisals or other social sanctions (Edmondson, 1999). When the 
relationships in a group are characterized by trust and respect, the 
participants also become more confident that they will be given the 
benefit of the doubt (Kahn, 1990). Psychological safety also means that 
input, comments, and suggestions are valued as prerequisites for 
professionalism and that feedback is given in the best sense. 
Psychological safety is therefore not exclusively about trust and 
security, but also about being development-oriented (Edmondson, 
2019). Psychological safety is not only a prerequisite for the innovative 
work required to develop inclusive practice, but also a characteristic 
of such practice. In the ‘Framework for Participation’ (Florian and 
Black-Hawkins, 2011), the concept of participation is first linked to 
access and the idea that learning should be accessible to everyone. This 
applies to all students and staff. Furthermore, participation is linked 
to collaboration and learning together. Here, the focus is not only on 
the children, but also on cooperative learning in the professional 
community. Third, participation is linked to achievement and the 
expectation that all children can make progress, learn, and develop. 
However, employees must also learn and develop. Lifelong learning is 
therefore a relevant concept for teachers (Øen and Krumsvik, 2022). 
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Finally, participation is linked to diversity, which spotlights the 
acceptance and recognition of all. It is about children accepting and 
recognizing each other and adults accepting and recognizing all 
children, and, in this context, the professional community is 
characterized by the fact that all employees are valued regardless of 
their position, function, or level of education.

Methodology

Fetters et  al. (2013) places case studies within an advanced 
framework mixed method design. In a mixed-method case design, 
intensive and cumulative data collection is often required over a 
period of time, where the qualitative and quantitative elements have 
equal or different degrees of dominance. In this study, the qualitative 
method is dominant (Hesse-Biber and Johnson, 2015). The project 
received approval from the Norwegian Centre for Research Data 
(NSD) in October 2020, signifying its adherence to ethical guidelines.

Selection and data collection

An important criterion when choosing cases is to choose the ones 
from which you can learn the most (Stake, 1995). In this study, two 
schools constitute two different cases. Both schools have pronounced 
visions related to inclusion and claim that they work systematically 
toward inclusive practice. Ten teachers make up what can 
be understood as the subunits of analysis. The design can therefore 
be described as an embedded case design (Yin, 2014). The cumulative 
data collection, as well as the analysis related to the cases, was carried 
out from May 2020 to June 2022. The relatively long time period can 
be  seen as a strength, during which one has opportunities to test 
interpretations along the way and discover conflicting evidence. The 
data collection was based on an exploratory sequential design 
(Schoonenboom and Johnson, 2017), where a literature review (Øen 
and Krumsvik, 2022) and the cases’ visions formed the basis for the 
first phase related to the development of the interview guide. The 
interview guide was predominantly characterized by open-ended 
inquiries, facilitating a comprehensive exploration of the teachers’ 
experiences related to how the professional community supports the 
development of an inclusive practice. A few illustrations of such 
questions are delineated hereafter:

 • Have you ever received guidance from outside supporters because 
of challenging behavior in the classroom?

 • Who in the professional community do you experience the most 
relevant support from?

 • What characterizes relevant support for you?
 • Can you describe one or more concrete examples where you really 

felt that you received good support for the development of a more 
inclusive practice?

Following an analysis of the conducted interviews, an observation 
guide, influenced by Merriam and Tisdell (2016), was formulated, 
aiming to capture detailed and elaborate descriptions. Consequently, 
the observation guide primarily comprised of concise bullet points 
intended to guide observers in refining their observations. Illustrations 
of such bullet points are Confirmation, Debriefing, Exhaustion, 

Balancing between support and challenge, Tips, Reflective conversations 
and Focus on problems versus focus on solutions.

The collected interviews and observations served as the 
fundamental basis for conducting a qualitative analysis, which 
subsequently informed the construction of the survey items. 
Incorporating a quantitative component in the study serves to enhance 
the validity of qualitative findings for a broader population and to 
systematically examine the theoretical ideas generated from the 
qualitative investigation (Hesse-Biber and Johnson, 2015, p.  8). 
Additionally, it presents an opportunity to delve further into the 
outcomes obtained through the qualitative analysis. The survey items, 
or questions, were primarily derived from the qualitative analysis. In 
this process, input from relevant theory and previous research was 
also considered. To illustrate, the survey drew inspiration from a 
comparable study conducted by Mjøs and Øen (2022), which similarly 
examined teachers’ perceptions of reality and their comprehension of 
the concept of inclusion. Once the survey was developed, it underwent 
initial quality assurance within the research environment, with input 
from colleagues. Subsequently, it was piloted in three schools, a crucial 
step akin to a “dress rehearsal” that helps identify and address potential 
issues and instill confidence (Wright, 2003, p. 21). The aim of piloting 
is to identify weaknesses, reduce the burden on respondents, ensure 
the questions are comprehensible, and assess if the question order 
influences responses (Ruel et al., 2016). Through piloting, weaknesses 
in the survey were identified and addressed before its 
final implementation.

A ‘mixed-method’ design requires at least one ‘integration point,’ 
where the qualitative and quantitative components are brought 
together (Schoonenboom and Johnson, 2017). Although Figure 1 may 
give the impression of a sequential linear process, it is important to 
emphasize that the design is based on a hermeneutic approach, where 
later sequences shed light on the earlier analysis. The point of 
integration therefore already starts with the research question (Fetters 
et al., 2013).

Data collection and analysis strategy

The Mixed Method data analysis refers to the point of integration 
where the researcher combines qualitative and quantitative analysis 
techniques within a single study (Johnson and Christensen, 2017). 
This approach is supported in this article; however, there is still a need 
for clarification. Morse and Niehaus (2009) refer “the results point of 
integration,” which involves separate analyses of the qualitative and 
quantitative data, while incorporating both analyses in the results. 
This is also the most common form of integration (Schoonenboom 
and Johnson, 2017), and it is the approach followed in this article. 
Thus, the results section of this article is built upon the themes derived 
from the qualitative analysis, which is further deepened and 
complemented by results from the quantitative analysis.

Qualitative data
The qualitative data are based on interviews with, as well as 

observations of, 10 teachers (5 at each school). Of the 10 teachers who 
participated in the qualitative part of the study, 8 were women. To 
protect the anonymity of the participants, we  therefore write ‘she’ 
when referring to the teachers. The teachers were observed in 
classroom situations as well as in collaborative situations in the 

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1281334
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Øen et al. 10.3389/feduc.2024.1281334

Frontiers in Education 04 frontiersin.org

professional community outside the classroom. Recruitment was 
carried out by the researcher informing the entire staff at the two 
schools about the study, and the criterion for participation was that 
the teachers themselves had subjectively experienced challenging 
behavior in their classrooms. The first five teachers who signed up at 
each school were selected to take part. The interviews were conducted 
on an individual basis, were carried out in autumn 2020 and winter 
2022, and lasted 55 min on average. After conducting the interviews, 
the NVivo analysis tool was used for open coding. As mentioned, the 
analysis formed the basis for an observation guide, which also 
provided a template for field notes that provided ‘rich descriptions’ 
(Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). After the classroom observations, 
we tried to carry out ‘field dialogs’ (Fossåskaret et al., 2006) with the 
teachers. As the teachers sometimes had to run off to other lessons or 
deal with ongoing conflicts, the field dialogs were sometimes difficult 
to carry out. The dialogs were important as the teachers had the 
opportunity to share both their reflections and experiences related to 
the choices they made concerning their teaching. In total, 73 teaching 
sessions of varying length (70.5 h) were observed, as well as 13 h of 
observation of the teachers working in collaboration with colleagues, 
management, and the schools’ external supporters. The researcher 
played the role of participant observer (Gold, 1958), and immediately 
withdrew after each observation to finish writing up the observation 
notes. In this way, all the previous observation notes were printed 
before the researcher took part in new observations. The idea behind 
this strategy is that the different observations are kept separate 
(Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). The exploratory sequential design 
invited to the carry out an inductive thematic analysis of the qualitative 
data (Braun and Clarke, 2006), which results in a freer and richer 
description of the data material. The coding was then grouped, and 
the themes were developed through an interactive process, which is 
illustrated in Table 1.

Through the analysis process, four themes were developed, which 
will be  elaborated in the results section below. These are between 
management and development, trust and closeness to practice, the team 
around teachers, and the art of balancing.

Quantitative data
The survey was conducted in the spring of 2022 in which a total 

of 293 teachers participated (N = 293). The survey was carried out at 
16 schools in Western Norway, spread over a total of 8 different 
municipalities, and had a response rate of 67%. The response rate must 
also be seen in light of the fact that many schools had an abnormally 
high level of sickness absence among teachers at this time due to 
COVID-19. The teachers in the qualitative part taught from the 2nd 
to the 10th grades. In the survey, 75.86% of the participants were 
women, while 24.14% were men. Concerning teaching, the survey 
participants are distributed relatively evenly between the 10 grade 
levels in Norwegian primary and lower secondary schools (Table 2).

The main variables of interest for the present study were several 
Likert-type scale statements, measured on a scale from 1 (completely 
disagree) to 5 (completely agree), where 3 indicated a neutral response. 
First, we examined the relationship between teachers’ experiences of 
the EPS’s understanding of and insights into their everyday lives as 
teachers, as well as the perceived level of guidance given by the 
EPS. Second, we  examined the relationship between teachers’ 
experiences of management’s understanding of and insights into their 
everyday lives as teachers, as well as the perceived level of guidance 
and emotional support received from management. Finally, 
we examined the relationship between systematic peer guidance at the 
school level and teachers’ perceived maneuvering space concerning 
receiving and asking challenging questions regarding practice. The 
data were screened and analyzed using R (R Core Team, 2022).

Results

The subsequent section presents the results based on the identified 
themes, between management and development, trust and closeness to 
practice, the team around teachers, and the art of balancing.

Between management and development

When the teachers are asked to describe what characterizes good 
support for the development of inclusive practice, it seems that 
experienced teachers value reflective conversations to a greater extent, 
while newly trained teachers emphasize concrete tips and advice, as 
well as the opportunity to observe more experienced teachers. Most 
emphasize that it is the combination of tips, advice, and reflective 
conversations that is decisive. Through observation, it emerges that 
cooperation in the professional community takes many different 
forms. Much of the collaboration is characterized by information 
sharing, where one teacher informs others about conversations she 
has had with a child or parents or about results from screenings or 
tests. The information can also be linked to ‘special agreements,’ such 
as ‘the agreement now is that all the teachers who are close to the boy 
during break time must note who he plays with. This must be written 
in a log.’

The collaboration in the professional community was mostly 
characterized by professional discussion and reflection. Often the 
discussions were linked to concrete situations, while at other times, 
the discussions were on a meta level, such as when the focus was on 
whether the structured preparation of the students could almost have 
the opposite effect to what they wanted. They discussed whether 
certain activities, based on preparation, suddenly became a ‘big deal,’ 
resulting in the students becoming stressed. Everyone agreed that 
preparation is important, but they wondered if there could sometimes 

FIGURE 1

Research design.
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be too much of a good thing. Through such professional discussions 
and reflections, several clarifying, exploratory, and challenging 
questions were asked. Although there were several such examples, 
many of the questions still bore the mark of being ‘camouflaged 
advice,’ which often started with ‘I was just wondering if you have 
thought about ...’ but were then followed up with direct advice, such as 
‘... you should have a one-on-one conversation with the student where 
you  explain clearly what is expected of him.’ Even though the 
professional communities seem to be  characterized by a lot of 
collaboration, one can still question how systematic this is. According 
to the survey, a total of 76.71% of the teachers express neutrality or 
disagreement with regard to the claim that their schools make use of 
systematic peer guidance.

Trust and closeness to practice

Despite a lot of well-intentioned things being said in a professional 
community, a teacher may still not perceive it as being supportive. A 
prerequisite for being experienced constructively seems to be  the 
teacher having confidence in the person they are discussing with or 
who is asking the questions. This trust is based on the ‘supporter’ 
having insight into the teacher’s everyday life. Such insight is about the 
teacher being confident that the supporter understands how 

demanding the teaching profession can be. Furthermore, the 
supportive colleague should also have knowledge of the specific 
students. One of the teachers said, ‘I prefer to work with those who 
know who the student is, who have seen the student on a bad day, and 
who have seen the student in a group setting.’ If their internal and 
external colleagues do not have these characteristics, the teachers are 
afraid of being misunderstood and, thereby, fear that they will 
be labeled as having attitudes toward students that they do not actually 
have. One of the teachers expressed the following in relation to one of 
the school’s external supporters:

I can sometimes sense that things are misunderstood or misheard 
... that it can be perceived that we (the teachers) do not want the 
best for the students or that we do not care about the students 
because we say things in a slightly different way. And then I think 
what's really the point of saying anything …

A supportive colleague must therefore make time to listen and 
show that they take what the teacher is saying seriously. If the teachers 
do not experience this, they do not dare to share the challenges they 
face with others. Nor do they share their understanding of the 
situations they are in, or the drivers behind their own practices. 
Without sufficient trust and closeness with regard to practice, there is 
a danger that well-intentioned feedback will be rejected because the 
supporter does not know what they are talking about, or that feedback 
will be perceived as criticism. This emphasizes the importance of 
psychological safety. In the survey, the concept of ‘psychological safety,’ 
based on Edmondson (1999), was defined as being able to say what 
you  think, make suggestions, share your expertise and be  yourself 
without fear of reprisals or other social sanctions. When the teachers in 
the survey were asked to what extent they experience psychological 
safety in their workplaces, 66.32% answered that they experience a 
large or very large degree of psychological safety, 28.52% claimed that 
there is a medium degree, while 5.16% answered that there is little or 
very little psychological safety in their workplaces. Having the 
opportunity to talk through things and ‘clear your mind’ of frustrations 
in the form of a ‘blowout’ are highlighted as being very important. 
Many of the teachers say that there is a high threshold for acceptance 
of this type of blowout in the team room, where they can unfetteredly 
say exactly what they think and feel. This seems to provide an 
important ‘valve.’ Still, the teachers stated that they tried to help each 

TABLE 1 Themes, subthemes, codes and example quotes.

Theme Selected subtheme Example codes Example quotes Data source

Between 

management and 

development

Operational tasks Information

Planning

“The agreement now is that all the teachers who are close to the boy 

during break time must note who he plays with.”

“They do a quick review of all the students who have a reward system.”

Observation

Observation

Discussion and joint 

reflection

Thinking together

Clarifying questions

“Reflecting on the situation...... Then discussing what happened and 

how I handled the situation.... What could I have done differently?”

“But does this student know what he is good at? What does he feel 

he is mastering?”

Informal follow-up 

conversation

Observation

Guidance Seeing through other 

lenses

Learning through 

observation

“Getting guidance from someone who can help you away from the 

focus that you are often stuck in yourself.....In other words, the things 

you... Which you are unable to see from the outside yourself..”

“But then I got... then an agreement was made with the management, 

that I could observe one of the more experienced teachers.”

Interview

Interview

TABLE 2 Grade-level where the participants mainly had their lessons.

Grade n Percent

1st 23 7.96

2nd 26 9.00

3rd 20 6.92

4th 30 10.38

5th 20 6.92

6th 28 9.69

7th 30 10.38

8th 44 15.22

9th 34 11.76

10th 34 11.76
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other onto a constructive track, where they are primarily problem 
solvers and not problem dwellers.

The team around the teacher

Psychological safety can be particularly challenging for school 
management and for external supporters when these are to have a 
supporting function in the professional community. With regard to 
whether the EPS understands and has any insight into their everyday 
lives, only 3.44% of the teachers completely agree with this, 19.59% 
somewhat agree, and the rest choose a neutral response or disagree. 
The same pattern is observed when the teachers are asked to assess 
whether they receive good guidance from the EPS when faced with 
challenging behavior. Here, 3.75% of the teachers completely agree, 
20.14% somewhat agree, and the rest choose a neutral response or 
disagree with the statement. Spearman’s rho correlation analysis 
(rs = 0.66, p ≤ 0.001, N = 232) indicated a positive correlation between 
the teachers’ experiences of the EPS’s understanding of their everyday 
lives and the perceived guidance received from the EPS. Nevertheless, 
several emphasized the importance of external supporters who can 
contribute with an ‘outsider’ perspective that can ‘help you move away 
from the focus that you are often stuck on.’ One of the teachers said that 
she was forced into systematic collaboration with one of the external 
supporters. She was skeptical at the start but subsequently found it to 
be very helpful. She said, ‘I developed more as a teacher in those 2 years 
than in the 10 years before that.’

Although it can sometimes be a challenge for management to get 
close enough to actual practice to comprehend it, over 71% of the 
teachers responded that they agree that the management at their 
schools has an understanding of and insight into their everyday lives 
as teachers. Of the teachers, 70.89% also agree that they receive good 
emotional support from management when they are faced with 
challenging behavior. Also, when it comes to concrete guidance, 
approximately 60% of the teachers said that they receive good 
guidance from their managers. What is nevertheless interesting is the 
great variation between the teachers when they assess their internal 
and external support. Some see management as an important 
supporter, while others almost refer to management as being on the 
opposing team. These teachers talked about them (management) and 
us (the teachers). Spearman’s rho analyses indicated that the teachers’ 
experiences of management’s understanding and insight into their 
everyday lives as teachers when faced with challenging behaviors 
shared a strong positive correlation with perceived emotional support 
(rs = 0.68, p ≤ 0.001, N = 276) and guidance (rs = 0.59, p ≤ 0.001, 
N = 272). The same applies to the external supporters, who are highly 
valued by some, while other teachers considered such collaborations 
a waste of time. It seems that the teachers’ assessments are closely 
related to the experience of being heard.

You can meet people who are very interested in how you work. 
But you  can also meet those who hardly care. They enter the 
classroom and observe, write a report, and then leave. What 
I really meant and felt ... that's not what they really care about.

Most of the teachers highlighted their ‘closest colleagues’ on their 
teams as being their most important supporters, as these workmates 
have been in the same challenging situations and have felt their own 

‘pulses rise.’ They have also experienced powerlessness and uncertainty, 
and this means that the teachers do not have to spend time explaining 
in detail who, what, and why things happened. Such efficiency in 
communication is highlighted as important as much of the 
collaboration takes place in more informal situations, such as during 
break time or lunch. When one’s closest colleagues become the most 
important source of support, one is dependent on finding a team that 
works. Some of the teachers recognized that they are part of a well-
functioning team, while others, only have one other person on their 
team they rely on. Others do not feel part of any team at all.

The art of balancing

An awareness that dealing with challenging behavior is very 
demanding can be a strength, but also a weakness. In respect of how 
demanding it can be, the teachers are very keen to provide emotional 
support. An imbalance can thus arise between emotional support and 
constructive critical discussions and questions, where emotional 
support seems to dominate. Several teachers point out: ‘It’s a bit 
difficult. Because you must be a little careful to avoid stepping on others’. 
When the teachers in the survey were asked to assess the statement, ‘I 
often ask my colleagues challenging or exploratory questions related 
to their practices,’ only 18.77% said they somewhat or completely 
agree with this. Only just under 40% were confident that these types 
of questions would be perceived constructively, despite the fact that 
66.32% believe there is a large or very large degree of psychological 
safety in the workplace. However, Spearman’s rho analyses indicated 
that systematic peer guidance at the school level was positively 
correlated with both asking (rs = 0.26, p ≤ 0.001, N = 270) and receiving 
(rs = 0.30, p ≤ 0.001, N = 272) challenging or exploratory questions 
regarding practice.

The ‘lack of boldness’ in terms of questioning colleagues’ practices 
also occurs when teachers see colleagues interacting with a child in a 
way that provokes challenging behavior. Several teachers said they are 
afraid of appearing ‘pretentious,’ so they do not say anything. At the 
same time, teachers become irritated on behalf of students, and one 
teacher stated:

I think some find it very easy to place all the blame on the student. 
And then we  forget that the student's learning and behavior 
occurs through interactions with us. And talking to teachers who 
are only concerned with the student and their characteristics, they 
are difficult to talk to. You know very well who holds such a view 
about students, and you just don't talk to them.

Irritation with colleagues in combination with a ‘lack of boldness’ 
creates conflicts in the professional community. During the 
observations, management had to step in and sort things out when 
communication between the teachers was absent, vague, and indirect. 
Following a meeting with management, one of the teachers, who was 
accused of interacting inappropriately with a student, said to her 
colleagues that she values guidance, tips, advice, and clear messages. 
She therefore hoped that in the future things would be taken up more 
directly with her. Another teacher mentioned: ‘I’m not really looking 
for someone to pat me on the back and say: ‘It’s probably going to be fine, 
you are really good.’ I want concrete feedback that I can do something 
about.’ When the teachers were asked to give their opinions on the 
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statement, ‘I want my colleagues to give constructive feedback if they 
see that I encounter challenging behavior in an inappropriate way,’ 
94.5% of the teachers responded that they agree and want to receive 
feedback to help them change and develop their own practices. It 
seems that many teachers struggle to find a good balance between 
emotional support and constructive feedback.

Discussion

This article sought to answer the research question, “How can the 
professional community contribute to the development of a more 
inclusive practice related to challenging behavior?” Based on both 
qualitative and quantitative data, much of the collaboration in the 
professional community can be characterized as what Argyris and 
Schön (1974) describe as ‘single-loop learning’. Although this learning 
is important for teachers’ development, dealing with challenging 
behavior within the framework of an inclusive school requires deeper 
learning processes in the professional community. In their recent 
study, Jones et  al. (2021) present evidence indicating that the 
dichotomy between management and development may lack relevance 
in the context of a dynamic work environment. They argue that the 
distinction, given its lack of significance, becomes blurred throughout 
the course of a working day. Specifically, the authors assert that 
engaging with challenging cases can inadvertently lead to the 
enhancement of a school’s practices, despite not being initially 
categorized as “development work.”

To create the right conditions for deeper learning, management 
and the external support system in particular must take seriously the 
fact that teachers need recognition for the challenges they experience 
in practice. If they do not receive recognition, even the most well-
intentioned professional input risks being rejected or perceived as 
criticism. The art of balancing emotional support and constructive 
feedback seems to have a central place in the innovative development 
of inclusive practice, which raises the question of which competences 
and cultures schools possess with regard to ‘involving theories of 
action’ (Robinson, 2018). In a literature review, Darling-Hammond 
(2017) highlights that an exploratory approach to one’s own practice 
is a crucial factor in well-functioning education systems. Similarly, 
Little’s (2011) research demonstrates that strong teacher communities 
are characterized by teachers’ willingness to openly discuss the 
dilemmas they encounter in their work. These dilemmas are 
thoroughly examined, and the professional community actively 
engages in finding solutions to overcome challenges. As Senge et al. 
(2005) notes, there is a great deal of untapped potential in the many 
demanding situations that arise on a daily basis in schools. This 
supports Schein’s (Edmondson and Lei, 2014) assertion that free-
speaking conversations in the workplace are far less common than 
people think. With 66.32% of teachers experiencing a large or very 
large degree of psychological safety in the workplace, one may wonder 
what the teachers really mean by psychological safety. Edmondson 
(2019) emphasizes that psychological safety must not be confused 
with being ‘nice’ and links psychological safety to high professional 
standards. Based on the findings of this study, it is reasonable to ask 
whether teachers, management and schools’ external supporters have 
sufficient collaborative skills to enter into demanding dialogue in a 
professional manner. This applies in relation to both giving critical 
feedback to colleagues and receiving criticism. Respect for the fact that 

an encounter with challenging behavior can be demanding results in 
fear in the professional community of being perceived as unsupportive. 
Thus, a culture develops in which emotional support seems to 
dominate, with the result being that teachers become stuck in their 
comfort zones. The results also show that teachers may have such low 
expectations regarding their colleagues’ development that they give up 
on them. This is deeply ethically questionable with regard to 
colleagues’ students and is a poor starting point for the development 
of inclusive practice. In Norway, teachers are obligated to adhere to 
the principles outlined in the Professional ethics for the teaching 
profession (Utdanningsforbundet, 2012). These principles emphasize 
that the teachers must meet criticism with openness and well-founded 
professional arguments. They shall initiate ethical reflection and 
dialogue with all employees at the workplace, works in a culture of 
openness and facilitates transparency and respects the competence of 
other professions and acknowledges the limits of one’s own discipline. 
The findings of this study suggest that many professional communities 
may not fully embody these principles as described in the Professional 
ethics for the teaching profession.

The need to develop a professional community characterized by a 
high degree of psychological safety and by high professional standards 
must be highlighted in the work of inclusion. Teachers want to do 
more for their students (Øen and Krumsvik, 2022), but they 
experience frustration and powerlessness in the face of complexity 
(Mhairi et al., 2021). Without help to explore and reflect on their own 
practice, teachers become stuck in established explanatory models that 
can stand as obstacles in the process of developing a more inclusive 
practice. The development of inclusive practice requires changing 
people’s ways of thinking. It requires teachers to continuously develop 
new ways of working and to be willing to work creatively with and 
through others (Florian, 2014). It is important to emphasize that 
collaboration is a skill and therefore requires practice. The findings 
indicate that schools that practice some form of structured peer 
guidance seem to have a better framework for challenging and 
exploring practice safely and constructively.

One must therefore not become complacent and assume that 
collaboration is a natural part of being a teacher. Working together and 
practicing working together are two very different tasks. At one of the 
schools, several collaborative meetings in the professional community 
began with the statement, ‘remember that we love each other’. This 
might seem superficial, but it can nevertheless be  perceived as a 
reminder that all critical and challenging questions are well-
intentioned. This opening comment, therefore, primarily testifies to 
an awareness that training is necessary to develop a professional 
community that balances emotional support and the critical 
exploration of teachers’ own practice.

Conclusion

The study presented in this article aims to deepen our 
understanding of how the professional community within a 
school can foster the development of inclusive practices in the 
context of challenging behavior. The findings of this study 
highlight the significance of a supportive culture among teachers 
in their demanding daily routines, while also encouraging the 
exploration and questioning of existing practices. Striking a 
delicate balance, however, proves demanding, as many teachers 
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hesitate to provide well-intentioned constructive feedback to their 
colleagues due to a fear of being perceived as critical. Thus, the 
professional community must exhibit qualities such as courage, 
ethical awareness, and professionalism, encouraging open 
dialogue and inviting exploratory and challenging discussions 
and reflections. Without such discussions, learners are deprived 
of valuable learning opportunities due to the uncertainties 
prevailing within the professional community. Therefore, 
fostering a high level of psychological safety within the 
professional community is pivotal for establishing a, innovative, 
and progressive environment that encourages exploration and 
challenges to improve practice.

Limitations and implications

The quantitative and qualitative data shows no clear unambiguous 
connections related to the fact that the quantitative data exclusively 
confirmed the picture that the qualitative findings had formed. The 
various data bring out important nuances and, thereby, are primarily 
complementary. Moreover, it is important to emphasize that the 
number of participants in the survey (N = 293) makes it difficult to 
draw generalized conclusions. Thus, this study is simply a single piece 
that can contribute to a larger jigsaw puzzle.
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