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ABSTRACT 
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Needs for development towards a more inclusive education system: The case of Finland 

A systematic literature review from 2009 to 2019 

The movement towards developing existing education systems to be more inclusive can be seen worldwide. 

However, even in a country such as Finland where inclusive ideology has been promoted in national policies for 

a considerable time, there are existing needs for development that need to be examined. The aim of this systematic 

review was to examine these existing needs for development in primary schools in Finland. Inclusive education 

means the inclusion of all children. In this systematic review, the focus was on those children in risk of exclusion 

with special educational needs due to a disability. The results are analyzed by utilizing a framework inspired by 

the framework developed by Ainscow and Miles (2009). The results show that there are several needs for 

development especially related to systems and structures, and practice. Furthermore, more systematic actions are 

needed moving from policies to effective implementation of inclusive practices. Overall, inclusion is a complex 

concept and future research conducted with diverse groups of children of all ages is greatly needed.       
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Introduction 

 

A child in need of special support should be considered as a child first and foremost. Every child 

should be provided with appropriate support and the experience of being included in education despite 

any possible excluding characteristic or impairment (UN, 2015). Inclusive education is a constant 

process of improving existing education structures, systems and resources to meet the needs of all 

children to support their participation in the educational process (Petrescu, 2013; Ainscow & Sandill, 

2010). 

Currently, there are different educational policies and laws that target the inclusion of children 

in need of special educational support due to a disability. Despite existing regulations to ensure equal 

inclusion in education, there are existing challenges and barriers that hinder their implementation. 

According to several sources basic education is still heavily segregated in Finland (Saloviita, 2018b; 

The Inclusion Finland KVTL, 2018a; Eriksson, 2008).  

Inclusive education can be described as a constantly evolving process of change, development 

and improvement within schools and the wider education system to make education more welcoming, 

learner-friendly, and beneficial for all children (EENET, 2018; Kozleski et al. 2007). Throughout this 

systematic review, special needs education is seen as an important, aspect of Finland’s inclusive 

policies. Finnish National Agency for education (2017) states that the ideology is that the education 

system serves the needs of all children and special support should be provided primarily in 

mainstream education. The aim of this systematic literature review is to examine what the existing 

literature identifies as the needs for development for inclusive education in Finland. 
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Background  

 

The constitution of Finland declares that everyone is equal in front of the law. Furthermore, 

stating that ‘all children shall be treated equally and as individuals and they shall be allowed to 

influence matters pertaining to themselves to a degree corresponding to their level of development’ 

(Ministry of Justice Finland, 2000).  

Under the Basic Education Act 1998/628 (2018), special education refers to the education that is 

arranged to students with special needs due to a disability, illness, delay in development, emotional 

disorder or other similar cause. After the special education reform of 2014, Finland utilizes a three 

type of support framework in primary education. All students are entitled to receive support in three 

categories; general, intensified or special. The main reason for this reform was that the number of 

children in special education had been growing for years, reaching as high as 8 % of all students in 

2006. Half of these students were taught in segregated classes or special schools at the time 

(Thuneberg, et al., 2014). The type of support a child needs is decided through administrational 

evaluation, pedagogical assessment and following the student's individual education plan (IEP). 

Student provided with intensified support receives education according to the general syllabus and 

has right to student welfare services, part-time special education, and assistant services. If intensified 

support is not enough decision based on more extensive pedagogical reports about the need for special 

support are done. A personal educational plan (HOJKS) is prepared for the student, which indicates 

the provision of teaching and other support under the specific support decision (Finnish National 

Board of Education, 2014; Thuneberg, et al., 2014).  In the autumn of 2017, 17.5% of primary school 

students received intensified or special support (SVT, 2018). Thirty-seven percent of these students 

receiving special support still study in either separate schools or separate classes in comprehensive 

schools (Riitaoja, Helakorpi, & Holm, 2019). 

The influence of international agreements; UNESCO’s Salamanca Statement (1994), the 

movement Education for All (EFA), the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, (2006) 

e.g. can be seen in the national policies in Finland (Halinen & Järvinen, 2008). Inclusion is set as a 

value in The Finnish Basic Education Act 1998/628 (2018) and in the National Core Curriculum for 

Basic Education (2014). 
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Inclusive education 

 

Equal access to high-quality education is fundamental to child development and growth (United 

Nations, 2012). The Education for All (EFA) movement was launched by UNESCO, UNICEF, World 

Bank, UN Development Programme and UN Population Fund. In the World Conference on Education 

in Jomtien (1990), education was addressed and acknowledged more than just access to primary 

school but also a focus on the basic learning needs for children and youth. The Salamanca statement 

in 1994, introduced the term “inclusion” and it sets high standards for the signing countries. Countries 

were required to develop their current education systems to be more inclusive. It argues that 

development towards inclusion is about the changes in schools, which involve the attempts to 

integrate vulnerable groups of students into existing arrangements (Ainscow, 1999). It states that all 

children have the right to education and should be taught in the regular education system when 

possible. Additionally, this means that students with special needs, who are not responsive to typical 

regular education, have the right to specialized educational programs (Panerai, et al., 2009). 

Simply placing children with disabilities in mainstream settings is commonly referred to as 

integration. Inclusion is a more complex phenomenon that demands the development of the settings 

on a child’s micro level and the systems on a macro level (Maxwell, Alves & Granlund, 2012). 

According to Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994), school 

is in the micro system of a child, as it is an immediate environment. The macro system describes the 

cultural context in which a child lives, including the social policies in place. 

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development by UNESCO (2015), goal 4 targets education. 

Its aim is stated as; “Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning 

opportunities for all.” Inclusive education is a fundamental part of addressing the exclusion and 

marginalization of children.  

The concept of inclusive education has been difficult to understand ever since the Salamanca 

statement (1994). The inclusive education concept includes several different forms and the idea of 

inclusive education can be defined in a variety of ways (Ainscow, Farrell & Tweddle, 2000). For 

example, in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, it is specifically stated that inclusion also 

means the protection of the right to education of minority children. The term of inclusion might have 

started only with only considering those children with disabilities, but it has developed to mean all 

students. However, despite progress made, how students with disabilities and special education fit 
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into inclusive systems is still an ongoing challenge for countries moving towards more inclusive 

education system (De Boer, Pijl, & Minnaert, 2011; Ferguson, 2008).  

Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson (2006), presented six different approaches to viewing inclusion: 

1concern with students with disability, 2a response to disciplinary exclusions, 3in relation to all groups 

seen as being vulnerable to exclusion (including ethnic minorities), 4students not being able to attend 

school (financial issues), 5mainstream education being for everyone, and 6inclusion as a principled 

approach to education and society. By utilizing these definitions, the “mainstream education being 

for everyone” is used as the definition for inclusion in this systematic literature review. This definition 

drives from those international agreements and the ‘Education for All’ (EFA) movement e.g. which 

aim that an education system is inclusive of all children, specifically including children with a form 

of disability. This definition’s limitation is that it focuses on exclusion on the macro level and sets 

global standards for inclusive education. Exclusion often occurs locally on the micro level (Ainscow, 

Booth, & Dyson, 2006). In this systematic review, those micro-level barriers for inclusive education 

are also presented and discussed.        

Inclusive education has a positive impact on many levels (Lundqvist, Allodi Westling, & 

Siljehag, 2016). Beyond the ethical arguments, the benefits of including all children in a general 

education classroom and provided with adequate support while being there are supported by empirical 

evidence (Sermier Dessemontet, 2013). Several studies show that children with disabilities when 

placed in inclusive settings rather than separate settings, make more or as much progress in their 

academic achievement, social development and competence (Cole, Waldron, & Majd, 2004; Fisher 

& Meyer, 2002; Klicpera, & Klicpera, 2004; Salend, & Duhaney,1999; Peetsma, et. al., 2001). 

Inclusive settings also benefit and affect the development of children’s sense of independence, 

personal responsibility and the feeling of belongingness (Graves, & Tracy, 1998). Inclusive education 

settings benefit, also the typically developing children and these children are more likely to have 

positive attitudes and beliefs towards people with disabilities (Maikowski & Podlesh, 2009, as cited 

in Sermier Dessemontet, 2013). These positive attitudes play an important role in social acceptance 

and social participation in the future.  

Despite the comprehensive evidence of the benefits of inclusive education, there are exciting 

barriers for inclusive education such as attitudes, values (of parents of both typically developing 

children and children with disabilities, as well as of the children themselves), competence and 

knowledge of school staff members (Malmqvist, 2015). According to Guralnick (2000), inclusion 

goals and expectations are influenced by education reforms, policy changes, attitudes and beliefs, 

teacher training and education, issues surrounding service delivery (including multicultural issues, 
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collaborative models, assisting technology, social competence, and addressing the unique concerns 

of the diverse impairments. For example, studies indicate that parents, teachers, and decision-makers 

have various concerns when it comes to inclusive education (Brackenreed, 2008; Forlin, 2001; 

Graves, & Tracy, 1998; De Boer, Pijl, & Minnaert, 2010; Saloviita, 2018b). 

In conclusion, inclusive education is not simply a matter of access to education and active 

participation. It is also about all children being supported so that they are able to develop, learn and 

grow, reach their full potential, be full members of the classroom and develop friendships (Lundqvist, 

Allodi Westling, & Siljehag, 2016). For genuine inclusion to occur several factors need to be taken 

in to consideration.  

Children with special educational needs 

 

In this part of the background, the fundamental international conventions are introduced as well 

as the definition of children in need of special educational support used in this systematic literature 

review. A common language is important, so the professionals share the same understanding with 

each other regarding work towards an inclusive school for all children (Hollenweger, 2006 as cited 

in Tulinius, 2008). Children in need of special support face challenges in different sectors of life 

(Imms et al., 2017). Globally children with some type of disability are exposed to a range of human 

rights violations and are often denied the right for education (Stein, 2017; Mepham, 2010; UNICEF, 

2013).  

The Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), states that all children are of equal value and 

share the same rights for holistic development and growth. Additionally, it declares that children with 

any form of disability have the right to special care and support. The UN Convention on the Rights 

of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), defines persons with disabilities as experiencing long-term 

physical, mental, intellectual or sensory disabilities. The impairments in interaction with various 

barriers in the environment can prevent the full and effective participation in society equally with 

others for persons with disabilities (The United Nations, 2006). The importance of developing 

traditional school systems to be more inclusive has become even more pronounced after the principle 

of inclusive education became part of international law through the adoption of the UN’s CRPD 

(United Nations, 2006). 

The International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health: Children and Youth 

Version (ICF-CY) aims to provide an international definition, and a common language when 

discussing participation and activity limitation of children and youth (WHO, 2007).  In this systematic 
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literature review, the ICF-CY framework is utilized to define a child in need of special support. The 

ICF-CY defines disability as a combination of health conditions, environmental and personal factors 

(WHO, 2007). ICF-CY describes disability as more than a health problem or a diagnosis. It is a bio-

psycho-social model that considers the human ability and functionality in, how impairments influence 

human life and prevent participation in daily activities in their environment.  Participation as a 

concept can be described through two dimensions; attendance and active involvement (Imms et al., 

2016). The ICF-CY defines participation as ‘involvement in a life situation’ and participation 

restriction is defined as ‘problems an individual may experience in involvement in life situations’. 

Participation is more than simply physically being present, but while being there being actively 

engaged, moreover having the sense of being included and belongingness (Granlund, 2013).  

Due to the fact that, diagnoses does not determent the abilities or how the person functions in 

their environment, students should not be categorized by a diagnostic label, and instead, the focus 

should be to identify pedagogical needs and taking supportive measures (Thuneberg, et al., 2014). 

According to The Inclusion Finland KVTL (2018b), help and support are too often determined by 

diagnosis and depends on the services and service packages the authorities and municipalities have 

to offer. As the new special education reform of 2014, emphasizes inclusion over segregation and 

integration, and a pedagogical approach over a medical and psychological approach, the old 

terminology is supposed to change or develop accordingly (Thuneberg, et al., 2014). It is important 

that education policy should not only address how to help disabled people so that they could cope 

better in their environments but also change environments to fit people with impairments (Thygesen, 

2007). Additionally, education policy should not only examine where children receive education, but 

how they are supported and what methods are used to promote participation, engagement, and 

belonging. A child’s participation in the everyday life is probably the one of the most important 

influence, in a child’s development (Hedegaard, 2009; Weisner, et. al., 1997).  

Inclusion means education that is based on the idea of students’ equal participation (Hulgin & 

Drake, 2011; Thomas, 2013). In this systematic literature review, the focus is on those children with 

special educational needs whose full participation is restricted compared to other children due to a 

disability. In an educational environment there can be participation hindering factors related to the 

availability, accessibility, affordability, accommodability, and acceptability of the participation 

situation or experience (Maxwell, Alves & Granlund, 2012).  The aim is that in this systematic review 

the needs for development reported by the literature are going to be examined on from the macro 

levels of policy and law, additionally from the micro levels of the classroom. 
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Developing inclusive education system 

 

Inclusion has many dimension and an impact on many levels. According to Morningstar et al. 

(2015), there are two dimensions of inclusion; support for participation and support for learning. 

Facilitating inclusive school environments requires ensuring physical access, the opportunity for 

optimal learning and social experiences, and providing a caring climate. Without these elements in 

place, students with special education support due to disabilities are denied full participation and an 

equitable educational experience (Pivik, McComas, & Laflamme, 2002). 

Ainscow and Miles (2009), created a framework based on what international research suggests 

as the features to education systems successfully moving into an inclusive direction. A version of this 

framework was prepared for the UNESCO International Conference on Education, ‘Inclusive 

Education: The Way of the Future’, held in Geneva, 2008 (Ainscow & Miles, 2009). The framework 

was created to highlight areas of development for education systems regarding inclusive education 

focusing on all children. The framework consists of four overlapping teams; Conseps1, Policy2, 

Structures and systems3 and Practice4.  All the themes consist of four performance indicators 

presented below.  

The Concepts theme examines an education system that is becoming inclusive through the 

following dimensions; 1.1 Inclusion is seen as an overall principle that guides all educational policies 

and practices. 1.2 The curriculum and its associated assessment systems are designed to take account 

of all learners. 1.3 All agencies that work with children, including the health and social services, 

understand and support the policy aspirations for promoting inclusive education. 1.4 Systems are in 

place to monitor the presence, participation, and achievement of all learners. 

Second theme Policy consists of these requirements; 2.1 The promotion of inclusive education 

is strongly featured in important policy documents. 2.2 Senior staff provide clear leadership on 

inclusive education. 2.3 Leaders at all levels articulate consistent policy aspirations for the 

development of inclusive practices in schools. 2.4 Leaders at all levels challenge non-inclusive 

practices in schools. 

The third theme includes; 3.1 There is high-quality support for vulnerable groups of learners. 

3.2 All services and institutions involved with children work together in coordinating inclusive 

policies and practices. 3.3 Resources, both human and financial, are distributed in ways that benefit 

vulnerable groups of learners. 3.4 There is a clear role for specialist provisions, such as special schools 

and units, in promoting inclusive education. The first three themes focus more on the needs for 
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development on the macro level, considering for example, the ways in which lack of resources and 

inappropriate curricula has an effect on the participation and achievement of learners. 

Final theme Practice; 4.1 Schools have strategies for encouraging the presence, participation, 

and achievement of all learners from their local communities. 4.2 Schools provide support for learners 

who are vulnerable to marginalization, exclusion, and underachievement. 4.3 Trainee teachers are 

prepared for dealing with learner diversity.  4.4 Teachers have opportunities to take part in continuing 

professional development regarding inclusive practices. This theme looks at the need for development 

more at the micro level, examining the expertise of teachers and teaching methods used to promote 

the inclusion of all students.  

Inclusive education is a constantly moving process to meet the needs of all learners. Meeting 

these development dimensions is a challenge for all education systems around the world. The 

framework can be utilized to review the stage of development within a national or district education 

system (Ainscow & Miles, 2009). In this systematic review, this framework’s approach is utilized to 

look at the existing need for development for inclusive education in primary schools in Finland.  

Aim and Research question 

 

This paper aims to report what the existing literature identifies as the barriers that effect the full 

participation of children with disabilities in education in primary education in Finland. It is important 

to examine and analyze a country’s methods to improve the conditions of those in need of special 

support, and to ensure equal rights for all. Finland has implemented inclusive education policies 

increasingly (Saloviita, 2018b). Still there exist challenges and issues that hinder their effective 

implementation, and those need to be evaluated, identified and discussed. The goal is that when the 

needs for development are identified, they can be discussed and addressed accordingly.  

Inclusive education means all children. Inclusion involves particularly emphases on those groups 

of learners in the risk of marginalization, exclusion or underachievement (Ainscow, 2005). In this 

systematic review, the focus is on those children in risk who have special educational needs due to a 

disability. 

The research question guiding this systematic literature review is: What does the literature reports 

as the needs for development for Finnish primary schools moving towards more inclusive education? 

The research question was formulated from the aim of this systematic review and from the framework 

by Ainscow and Miles (2009). 
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Method 

 

A systematic literature review was chosen as the research method, to summarize the findings 

of relevant literature. This method refers to identifying, summarizing the findings, critical analysis 

and appraisal of relevant studies on a specific topic (Jesson, Matheson, & Lacey, 2013). The 

systematic review method aims to reduce the research bias and the procedure should be transparent. 

The articles were chosen according to the predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria (see table 2). 

The databases used in this systematic literature review were initially chosen since they cover 

information about the fields of education and disabilities. The databases chosen for the keyword 

searches were: ERIC (Educational Resources Information Centre), Scopus and PsycINFO. The 

research question guided the extraction of the articles, and the formulation of the used search words 

(table 1). After the mapping of the most suitable terms for searching was done, several variations and 

combinations were trialed. The search procedure for the articles is presented in the next section.  

The search log was kept of every part of the search and is provided by the author on demand. 

Keeping a search log is part of ethical research conduct since it is important that others can replicate 

the results (ALLEA, 2017). Testing different samples of the target population with the same methods 

can provide supporting or contradictory evidence regarding the phenomenon and possibility for 

replication is necessary to more effectively control for extraneous variables that might have been 

oversight in the original research (Mackey, 2012). The limitations and other ethical considerations of 

this systematic review are discussed further in the Methodological limitations and Ethical 

considerations section.  

Search procedure 

 

Three database were used in this systematic review. The searches for ERIC, Scopus and 

PsycINFO were conducted in March 2019. The final search strings were; inclusive AND education 

AND Finland. Advanced search option was used in all the databases. 

The search words used in the chosen databases can be seen from the table 1 below. “AND” 

option was used to find more suitable articles. Observe that the “Inclusion” search word was used 

only with the ERIC database. When it was trialed with other databases, there were too many articles 

that did not address education even when combined with “education” search word, this came as a 

surprise for the author and the reason for this stayed unclear. Inclusive education was chosen as the 

final search word for database, but there is possibility that relevant literature could have been found 
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also by using for example “Mainstreaming” or “Education for All” as a search word. These were 

trialed in the early stages of the search these were not included in the final search.   Additional 

constraint options used were the years from 2009-2019, except in the ERIC database 2019 could not 

be selected. Educational level was not added as a constraint in the database searches to make sure 

relevant articles were not excluded. There were several different words used for primary school (basic 

education, elementary education e.g.) in the databases as well as in the articles.  

Table 1. 

Table displaying the search words used in each database during the search procedure 

Inclusive education Finland  Databases Limit to  

Inclusive AND 

education 

Finland All databases Peer reviewed 

2009 onwards 

Inclusion AND 

education  

 *only ERIC database  

 

In ERIC database there were 165 articles in total found. In Scopus database 65 articles were found 

with this search. In PsycINFO the number of articles was 45. The full flow chart of the search process 

can be seen from the appendix A.   

Selection process  

 

The selection process of the articles consisted of two steps. First, each database was looked at 

individually on an abstract and title level. All found articles were listed from each database and search 

log was kept each step of the search process. The inclusion and exclusion criteria were formulated 

from the research question and from the aim of this systematic review. The protocol was peer-

reviewed and it is suitability regarding the research question and practicality was discussed and 

verified with others in thesis seminars. 

 From using the inclusion and exclusion protocol on each database search from ERIC there 

were 39 suitable articles for full-text screening, from Scopus and PsycINFO 19 from each. There 

were several duplicates, 32 in total. The full-text screening was conducted for 45 articles.  These 

articles were listed, and the extraction of important data was conducted. The full extraction protocol 

conducted for all the 45 the full-text screening level was created in excel table and is provided by the 

researcher if requested. The extraction tool was adapted by utilizing the “Consolidated criteria for 
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reporting qualitative research (COREQ): a 32-item checklist for interviews and focus groups”, (Tong, 

Sainsbury, & Craig, 2007) and the extraction protocol developed by Augustine (2018). See the data-

extraction protocol conducted for all 45 articles chosen into the full-text level screening from the 

appendix B.   

From the 45 full-text articles, three articles were excluded, since they were not available for 

full-text reading. Twelve articles were excluded since they compare Finland and other countries than 

a Nordic country. Several articles (13), were excluded since they were too specific; testing a specific 

intervention method e.g. or they had another specific focus than inclusive education. For example, 

one article was excluded since it was part of a bigger study where the focus is not Finland, and, in the 

study, they observed only one school. Two articles were excluded, even though they discussed needs 

for development since they tested experimental intervention methods; Content and Language 

Integrated Learning (CLIL) and Check-in Check-out (CICO) (which are provided in less than 5% of 

schools).  Furthermore, one article was excluded, since it was small case study focusing on those 

children who got narcolepsy after the swine flu vaccination in 2009-2010, the circumstances of this 

study were considerate too specific to make generalizations. The reasons for the articles to be 

excluded in this category varied.   

The search results were sorted and examined by applying the predetermined inclusion and 

exclusion criteria below. First on the abstract level and then on the full-text level.  

Table 2.  

Table displaying the Inclusion and exclusion criteria used when choosing the articles  

Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria 

Primary school level 

Children with disabilities→ physical and mental 

impairments  

Articles including the words inclusive education 

and/or mainstream education 

Articles discussing the inclusive education of children 

in need of special support  

Country of focus: Finland 

Articles that discuss and/or address problems with 

special education  

Quantitative, qualitative or mixed method 

Adults, other education levels and home-schools   

Children with typical development  

Articles that do not include the  concepts inclusive 

education and/or mainstream education 

Articles that discuss other forms of inclusive education 

(focusing on immigrant children, income, bullying 

e.g.) 

Focus on other countries or Sami 

Articles that do not reflect problems with  special 

education 



15 

 

Articles published as a full text in peer-reviewed 

journals  

Published in English 

Published between 2009 and 2019 

Data collected after 2006 

Specific subjects in school (mathematics, literature, 

drama)  

Comparative studies with other countries than Nordic 

countries    

Thesis, books, PowerPoints, conference abstracts, 

since not peer reviewed 

Projects, games e.g.  

Published in other language  

Published outside the predetermined years 

Lifestyle, nutrition e.g. & family background  

Articles focusing on history or specific intervention 

method 

Study data collected before 2006 

  

 

Quality assessment  

 

The quality assessment was conducted to the ten articles that were chosen for the final data 

analysis. By using the developed quality assessment tool (see Appendix C., for the complete version 

of the quality assessment tool). The tool was adapted from the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme 

(CASP) Qualitative Checklist (Critical Appraisal Skills Programme [CASP], 2015). The tool was 

peer-reviewed.  The process was conducted to assess the degree of quality of the included articles, 

which is an important part of systematic literature review. Because all the included articles were not 

qualitative studies, the tool was adapted. The adaptation of the tool consisted of adding items 

regarding peer review, aim and research questions, study design, sample, and inclusive education 

definition.  

Additionally, the policy relevancy was rated as (0, 1, and 2) depending the year of publication 

after 2016 was rated 2, after 2014 as 1 and earlier as 0. This was done because depending on when 

the data was gathered in relation to the major policy reforms in 2014 and 2016 effected the relevancy 

of the chosen articles and hence the quality of the articles. Whether the article’s data was collected 

after the publication of National Core Curriculum for Basic Education (2014) it was rated 1, if earlier 

0. After the 2014 reform the three-type of support framework was implemented. In 2016 a new reform 

to local curricula, which was based on the 2014 National core curriculum, was introduced. According 

to the Finnish National Agency for education (2018), the process for the reforms involved all 



16 

 

stakeholders, particularly education providers and education personnel. Additionally, the aim was to 

involve also parents and students to the development process of the curriculum.  

The articles were rated as; Low (0 to 7 points), Medium Low (8 to 9 points), Medium High (10 

to 11 points) and High (12 to 14 points). The extraction protocol included some of the quality elements 

and the extensive inclusion/exclusion criteria, so none of the chosen articles rated as low value nor 

were excluded after the process. The results from the quality assessment can be found in Appendix 

D. The quality protocol had its limitations, discussed further in the next section. 

Peer-review 

 

For validation purposes, the peer-review process was conducted by another researcher on this 

systematic literature review. The second researcher examined randomly selected articles from the title 

and abstract level extraction, for full-text screening and quality examination. The second researcher 

conducted this process for four articles. Then there was extensive discussion together to determent 

whether both agreed if the article was suitable for the data-analysis or not. From the four articles 

looked at there was full agreement. Two articles were included and two did not fit into the inclusion 

criteria. Additionally, there was a discussion about the suitability of the quality extraction. The full-

text screening reviled to both researchers that the predetermined and jointly agreed quality extraction 

protocol was not applicable to all of the articles. For example, the randomization of the sample was 

not important to the results in most of the articles. This revealed to the researcher that the adaptations 

to the quality protocol were not sufficient enough. It was agreed with the other researcher that the 

quality extraction would not be conducted again with a different protocol, but the reader should take 

this factor into consideration. The final articles were still rated fairly high scoring Medium Low to 

Medium High on the quality control. The other limitations are discussed further later on.     

 Data analysis  

 

Finally, ten studies (Takala & Sume, 2017; Paju, Räty, Pirttimaa & Kontu, 2015; Paju, 

Kajamaa, Pirttimaa & Kontu, 2018; Mäensivu, Uusiautti, Määttä, 2012; Lakkala, Uusiautti & Määttä, 

2016; Pulkkinen & Jahnukainen, 2016; Honkasilta, Sandberg, Närhi & Jahnukainen, 2014; Saloviita, 

2018a; Lempinen, 2016; Takala, Sarromaa Haussttätter, Ahl & Head, 2012) were included in the data 

extraction and analysis. The articles used in this systematic review are peer-reviewed articles from 

the last ten years. The studies were published between 2012 and 2018. Table 3 presents the 
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identification numbers for the included articles. In appendix F limited data extraction of included 

articles is presented.  

Table 3. 

Included studies and identification numbers of the studies   

INS Authors & year of publication Study 

A1 Takala & Sume, 2017 Hearing-impaired pupils in mainstream education 

in Finland: teachers’ experiences of inclusion and 

support  
A2 Paju, Räty, Pirttimaa & Kontu, 

2015 

The school staff's perception of their ability to 

teach special educational needs pupils in 

inclusive settings in Finland 

 

A3 Paju, Kajamaa, Pirttimaa & Kontu, 

2018 

Contradictions as Drivers for Improving Inclusion 

in Teaching Pupils with Special Educational 

Needs 

 

A4 Mäensivu, Uusiautti, Määttä, 2012 

 

Special Needs Assistants--The Special 

Characteristic and Strength of the School System 

of Finland 

 

A5 Lakkala, Uusiautti & Määttä, 2016 How to make the neighbourhood school a school 

for all? 

 

A6 Pulkkinen & Jahnukainen, 2016 

 

Finnish reform of the funding and provision of 

special education: the views of principals and 

municipal education administrators 

 

A7 Honkasilta, Sandberg, Närhi & 

Jahnukainen, 2014 

 

ADHD in the Context of Finnish Basic Education 

 

A8 Saloviita, 2018 Attitudes of Teachers Towards Inclusive 

Education in Finland 

 

A9 Lempinen, 2016 Towards inclusive schooling policies in Finland: 

a multiple-case study from policy to practice 

 

A10 Takala, Sarromaa Haussttätter, 

Ahl & Head, 2012 

Inclusion Seen by Student Teachers in Special 

Education: Differences among Finnish, 

Norwegian and Swedish Students 

Note. INS= Identification number of the study 

As mentioned the full-text data extraction and quality assessment were conducted to all these articles. 

All the articles were looked individually in relation to the framework’s performance indicators. The 

used framework is presented further in the results section. The data analysis process consisted of 

coding the results of the articles. Whether or not something qualified as a barrier and need for 



18 

 

development was identified from the article by using the framework. Observe that not only the focus 

of the specific study is reported in the results because the focuses of the chosen studies varied. It can 

be considered as one of the limitations in the data analysis that if the article mentioned a need for 

development it was coded. There was no difference in the coding process if the article identified this 

as an essential barrier or if it was merely mentioned. 

Results 

 

The results are presented by utilizing a framework developed from the framework created by 

Ainscow and Miles in the early 2000s. The framework is presented in the Developing inclusive 

education system further more comprehensively. The framework was created to pinpoint areas of 

development for education systems in regards to inclusive education focusing on all children 

(Ainscow & Miles 2009). In this systematic review, the focus is on children with special educational 

needs due to disability. Few of the components from the framework created by Ainscow and Miles 

(2009), were changed to fit this focus group of this systematic review better. Additionally, these 

modifications to the framework concerned more Finland focused approach. For example, the item 

three on the theme one: “1.3. All agencies that work with children, including the health and social 

services, understand and support the policy aspirations for promoting inclusive education” was 

changed into: “1.3 All agencies that work with children, including the municipal agencies responsible 

for decisions about education, understand and support the policy aspirations for promoting inclusive 

education”. This was change was made to the item examine the focus group of this systematic review 

as well as look at the municipality’s actions. The themes in the framework are overlapping and had 

similarities which made identifying in what area the need of development occurs was often 

challenging. 
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Theme 1: Concepts  

 

The concepts theme is the first examined theme. The table number 4 below presents the needs 

for development that were identified from the chosen literature. In the first item:  1.1. Inclusion is 

seen as an overall principle that guides all educational policies and practices, and last item: 1.4 

Systems are in place to monitor the presence, participation and achievement of students with special 

educational needs due to disability, there were not needs for development found from the literature. 

Fifty percent of the articles identified a need for development in the second item (1.2). This indicates 

that there is a difference how the national policies are followed between municipalities and in schools 

in them. Lempinen (2016) [A9] states; “The effect of the new laws could be seen through varying and 

to some extent unequal organizing of special educational support in the municipalities.” The third 

item (1.3.) presents if the article identified that the municipal agencies did not offer sufficient support 

to promote inclusive practices in the municipality. Pulkkinen and Jahnukainen, (2016) [A6] found 

out that according to principals, the special education resources allocated to schools do not correspond 

to need.  

Table 4. 

Theme 1: Concepts 

INS 1.1 1.2 1.3 1.4 

A1     

A2  X   

A3     

A4     

A5  X X  

A6  X X  

A7  X   

A8     

A9  X X  

A10     

1.1. Inclusion is seen as an overall principle that guides all educational policies and practices. 1.2 

The National curriculum is designed to take count children with special educational needs due to 

disability and is followed equally in municipalities. 1.3 All agencies that work with children, including 

the municipal agencies responsible for decisions about education, understand and support the policy 
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aspirations for promoting inclusive education. 1.4 Systems are in place to monitor the presence, 

participation and achievement of students with special educational needs due to disability. 

Theme 2: Policy 

 

The second theme looks further into the policies. The literature did not identify needs for 

development in the first (2.1) and last items (2.4). Forty percent identified needs for development in 

the second item (2.2). Observe that this item is related to the first theme item three (1.3).  Fifty percent 

identified needs for development in the third item (2.3). These were considered into this item if the 

article stated that the policies were not clear to the schools’ staff, or if they were not consistent.  

Lakkala, Uusiautti, and Määttä, (2016) [A5] mention, that teachers reported that short-sighted action 

combined with savings and shortcuts can lead to situations in which teachers are not able to provide 

the sufficient support for children in practice. This item (2.3) implies that the municipal decision 

makers are not engaged to develop the policy decisions in cooperation with teachers, children, and 

parents, whose experiences and ideas should be taken into consideration when planning the policies. 

Takala, Sarromaa Haussttätter, Ahl and Head, 2012 [A10] highlighted, the concept of inclusion is 

unclear in the policies and that teachers have no clear instructions about how to make inclusion work.  

Table 5. 

Theme 2: Policy 

INS 2.1 2.2 2.3 2.4 

A1     

A2     

A3  X   

A4     

A5  X X  

A6  X X  

A7   X  

A8     

A9  X X  

A10   X  

2.1 The promotion of inclusive education is strongly featured in important policy documents. 2.2 Policymakers 

and leadership position holders provide clear leadership and support to professionals carry out inclusive 
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education practices. 2.3 There are consistent and clear policy aspirations for the development of inclusive 

practices in schools. 2.4 Leaders at all levels challenge non-inclusive practices in schools 

Theme 3: Structures and systems 

 

In this theme there were several needs for development identified from the studies. Sixty percent 

of the articles stated that there was not equal child needs based teaching provided to the children (3.1). 

In this theme the items overlapped and influenced each other a lot. The third item (3.3) especially, 

links into the other items in different ways. This means that when there was not enough resources 

provided the quality of the teaching suffered. The lack of resources leads to several problems, for 

instance lack of time. For example, Paju, Kajamaa, Pirttimaa and Kontu, (2018) [A3], the teachers 

reported that planning intensified individual support demands time and its definition is not clear nor 

is there time available for this. This is not in line with the first item (3.1) which considers the high 

quality education based on the child’s needs. Lack of multidicipilany cooperation was very evident 

in the articles reported as an issue by 80% of the articles (3.2). Takala, Sarromaa Haussttätter, Ahl 

and Head, (2012) [A10], the lack of multidisciplinary cooperation is system related problem, 

concerning to teachers. According to Paju, Räty, Pirttimaa and Kontu, (2015) [A2] “The issues related 

to the knowledge of teaching SEN pupils are more linked to special education, so the terms and 

specific materials are not so familiar to the class teachers, subject teachers and teaching assistants.” 

Increasing this cooperation is necessary developmental need reported by the literature.  

 

Table 6.  

Theme 3: Structures and systems 

INS 3.1 3.2 3.3 3.4 

A1 X  X X 

A2 X X X X 

A3 X X X X 

A4  X X  

A5 X X X X 

A6  X X X 

A7 X   X 

A8  X X  

A9 X X X X 
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A10 X X X X 

3.1 There is high quality support for children with special educational needs due to a disability. (High 

quality= based on the national policies and child needs-based pedagogy) 3.2 Whole staff in school 

work together in carry out inclusive policies and practices. Multidisciplinary cooperation is carried 

out in schools successfully. 3.3 Resources, both human and financial, are distributed in ways that 

benefit the students with special educational needs due to disability. 3.4 There is a clear role and 

definitions for specialist provision, such as special schools and units, in inclusive education. (The 

definitions of three- tiered support system and SEN-pupils) 

Theme 4: Practice 

 

The final theme examines the needs for development in practice. In all the items in this theme 

there was some type of need for development reported by the chosen literature. In the item one (4.1) 

thirty percent of articles reported issues. Lempinen, 2016 [A9], reported that in the cases the 

classrooms did not were not up to standards. Smaller classrooms are important so that teachers can 

provide the needed individual support equally to all students. Ninety percent of the articles identified 

the item four (4.4) as a need for development. Additionally, 80%, of the articles identified need for 

development on the item three (4.3.). Observe that these items (4.3 and 4.4) are very similar and 

influenced by each other. The schools’ staff rarely have possibilities to continue their professional 

development in schools. Which leads to lack of competence and knowledge required to teach children 

with special educational needs especially in mainstream settings. Mäensivu, Uusiautti and Määttä, 

2012 [A4] state that there should be there should be equal opportunity to all staff improve their 

professional competence through in-service and supplementary education. Furthermore, the article 

emphasizes the need for cooperation among the school’s staff.    

Table 7. 

Theme 4: Practice 

INS 4.1 4.2 4.3 4.4 

A1  X  X 

A2  X X X 

A3  X X X 

A4  X X X 
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A5 X  X X 

A6   X  

A7 X X  X 

A8   X X 

A9 X  X X 

A10   X X 

4.1 Schools have strategies to encourage the presence, participation and achievement of children 

with special educational needs due to a disability in school. Classrooms environment designed as 

inclusive and supportive.  4.2 Children with special education needs due to a disability are provided 

with sufficient support for full participation in education equally with others. 4.3 Teachers are trained 

to be prepared for dealing with children with special educational needs due to a disability. (Teachers 

possess the needed confidence and knowledge to teach said children). 4.4 Schools’ staff have 

opportunities to take part in continuing professional development regarding inclusive practices. 

Discussion 

 

Inclusive education is an obligation that all governments must fulfill if they have ratified the 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities CRPD (EENET, 2018; EANDSNE, 2018). 

Additionally, in all the signing countries ICF-framework should be in usage (Bickenbach, 2011).   

Finland signed the CRPD in 2007 and it was ratified in June 2016 (THL, 2017). The Finnish National 

Institute for Health and Welfare (THL) (2017) explains that a child’s functioning is assessed similar 

to ICF-framework in Finland. In education and in practice there is still more progress needed in the 

use of the ICF- framework (THL, 2017). Unlike several other countries (e.g. Australia, Canada, and 

the USA), eligibility for special education in Finland is not based directly on diagnosed disabilities. 

Instead, it is supposed to be based on observed special needs that are construed as difficulties in 

learning rather than disabilities (Itkonen & Jahnukainen, 2010). The traditional medical model 

examines the child’s lack in development, when the social model considers the child’s functioning in 

the context of the environment (Smart & Smart, 2006). The ICF-framework covers both models.  

Similarly, to other Nordic countries, Finland is moving towards the social model from the 

medical model when assessing and explaining the experience of a child with a disability. Previously, 

issues in defining special needs and organization special needs education were considered as the 

difficulties of an individual pupil.  They were not seen as challenges for the learning environment or 
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school community, nor as questions of the interaction between an individual student and the school 

environment. For true inclusion to occur, the school community must develop inclusive practices 

encouraging the participation of pupils with special educational needs (Braunsteiner & Mariano-

Lapidus, 2014). Recently, more emphasis has been placed on the learning environment, the 

participation of all children and on the interaction processes in schools.  

In the Finnish context, the move from the traditional medical model has been happening slowly 

and from the results of this systematic review, it can be concluded that the social model has not been 

internalized to its full potential yet. This was especially clear in the article Honkasilta, Sandberg, 

Närhi & Jahnukainen, (2014) [A7], in which two studies were presented where the viewpoints of 

parents of ADHD children were studied. In the first presented study by Honkasalo (2011), the parents 

believed that their child’s diagnoses resulted in the placement of the child, not the abilities of the 

child. On the other hand, Takala & Sume, 2017 [A1], presented findings that hearing impaired pupils 

were increasingly included in mainstream education and their situation is satisfactory despite the 

impairment. Additionally, this could indicate, that in Finnish primary schools the state of inclusion 

of those children with physical impairment is better, than those with a specific learning disability. 

More research is vitally needed on the topic. 

Inclusive policies are not always implemented smoothly. In general, national policies and 

regulations support inclusion in Finland (Engelbrecht, & Savolainen, 2018; Acedo, Ferrer, & Pamies, 

2009). The results from this systematic review, support this claim, it can be seen from the concepts 

and policy themes not identifying as many needs for development as the structures and systems, and 

practice themes. The municipalities have great autonomy in the type of support they provide. Because 

Finland’s strong tradition of municipal autonomy, the implementation of education policies ranges 

from very inclusive to more segregated (Ketovuori, 2007).  Even inside a municipality, there can be 

big differences between children and in the types of support, they receive (Saloviita, 2018b; 

Lempinen, 2016). Bigger municipality often means better support, and inclusive teaching strategies 

are more common among teachers in big municipalities. Additionally, Lempinen (2016) [A9] find 

out that providing education in a catchment area school was viewed as important and it was not always 

the case, especially in small municipalities. Being included in the neighborhood school was valuable 

for the child's self-worth, which is a strong argument for inclusion in a school near home.  Moreover, 

the decision-making process for special support differs among municipalities according to size and 

previous decisions regarding special education. Pulkkinen & Jahnukainen (2016) [A6], detected that 

in smaller municipalities more factors affected the decision making, such as previous decisions made 

in the municipality. 
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 There are multiple reasons for these differences. The municipality’s role in providing the 

resources and means for inclusive instruction differ (Ketovuori; 2007; Lakkala, Uusiautti & Määttä, 

2016; Pulkkinen & Jahnukainen, 2016). How recourses are distributed to education and especially to 

special education in a municipality correlates to the quality and inclusiveness of the system. 

Especially in small municipalities, there was insufficient funding for part-time support (Pulkkinen & 

Jahnukainen, 2016). Another reason why there are differences between children is that inclusion has 

been set as a value in the curriculums, but it has a too wide concept without commonly shared 

definition in Finland (Saloviita, 2018a). On a national level, the policies must be developed more so 

that there is a shared understanding of what inclusion is and how it should be implemented in practice. 

Soriano (2016) states that school staff, students and the student’s families should be heard, and their 

input should be fully taken into account when planning legislation and policies for special needs and 

inclusive education. According to Chong (2018), similarly to other developed countries, it seems that 

Finnish policymakers are not set on heading into full inclusion. This partly due to public demand for 

special schools as a result of severe physical or neuro-sensory difficulties and other rising complex 

needs among students.  

Teachers’ attitudes and skills are regarded as crucial in implementing inclusive policies, and 

high-quality teacher education is crucial for developing inclusive education (Vaz, et al., 2015; 

Sharma, & Nuttal, 2016; Forlin, & Chambers, 2011). The important role of the whole schools’ staff 

including other professionals such as the principals and teachers’ assistants is very clear from the 

results of this systematic review. Even though, possessing mainly favorable attitudes towards 

inclusion, the staff also reported many concerns in the chosen studies. Teachers are generally positive 

towards inclusive education on a philosophical level, but they do not share a common understanding 

of the concept and the concerns are related to practice (Paju, Kajamaa, Pirttimaa, & Kontu 2015) 

[A3]. All the articles reported some type of need for development in the professional education of the 

school staff. The staff reported issues with knowledge and competence regarding teaching students 

with special needs. This is a problem shared among the whole school staff.  The schools’ staff are not 

provided with enough support nor possibilities to continue their professional development.  The 

schools’ staff are the ones implementing the inclusive education policies at the micro-level and in the 

practice. 

The chosen literature reported a lack of multidisciplinary cooperation. Special education 

teachers’ are considered as the experts of the field and other teachers felt that they did not possess 

enough knowledge nor competence. Especially problematic were the subject teachers who reported 

low self-efficacy when teaching students with special needs. In primary schools in Finland, there are 
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not that many subject teachers, and children are thought by the class teacher in most cases. However, 

there are still classes taught by subject teachers, and when the children get older there are going to be 

even more. Paju, Räty, Pirttimaa &  Kontu (2015) state that ”In Finland, educational equity exists in 

principle and in practice; still, the shared confidence and interest in teaching every child as a unique 

person could be attained through knowledge exchange.”  It is vital that the provision, practices, 

definitions used and tools for support are clear to all those implementing them.   

Methodological limitations and Ethical considerations 

 

There were limitations to this systematic review. The search for the articles was limited due to 

time limitations. The use of different databases was challenging, and the possible different search 

words needed for different databases were not familiar to the author. There is possibility that relevant 

articles were excluded due to the search words used and due to the language, which was chosen to be 

English rather than Finnish. Relevant articles might have been excluded when it was decided that 

articles that compared the Finnish education system to some other country than other Nordic country 

would be excluded. This decision was made since the education systems are most comparable with 

the Finnish system. The definitions for inclusion that exist derive from policy- and culture-driven 

interpretations (Engsig & Johnstone, 2015; Reindal, 2016). The Nordic education model is in a global 

context unique and has a long history in promoting participation of all children in education (Oftedal 

Telhaug, Asbjørn Mediås, & Aasen, 2006; Antikainen, 2006).  

Probably due to the fact that the chosen educational level includes fairly young children all of 

the studies examined the professional or other adults in the child’s environment rather than the child’s 

perspective. Insights into the experiences of children with special educational needs in mainstream 

primary schools are greatly needed (Banks et. al. 2013). This systematic review includes only insight 

from the perspective of the adults in the children’s environment. The UN Convention on the Rights 

of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) article 7 states that all child depending on their maturity level 

should be heard on the issues related to them (UN, 2006). The UN Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (UNCRC), includes two different perspectives; child perspective and the perspective of the 

child (UN, 1989; Nilsson et.al, 2005).  The child perspective describes the adults’ outside perspective 

and experience of the child’s condition and the child’s perspective is the child’s own perspective. In 

this paper the case is examined only through the child perspective, focusing on the adults perceptions 

in the environment. There exists lack of research on children. As mentioned earlier according to 

Maxwell, Alves & Granlund, (2012) in an educational environment there can be participation 

hindering factors related to the availability, accessibility, affordability, accommodability, and 
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acceptability of the participation situation or experience. In this systematic review these could not be 

examined from child’s perspective, since there were no research conducted with children. One of the 

reasons for this could be that in Finland there are several and extensive regulations, that need to be 

taken into consideration when researching young children (TENK, 2009). The differences between 

how children are included in education are going to be more evident when children get older children. 

Further research is needed on this issue and with diverse groups of children.   

The framework utilized to present the results of this systematic review had its limitations. The 

themes were overlapping and often vague. The author found that it was difficult to sometimes decide 

in which theme the reported issue was occurring.  As mentioned in the data analysis section, if the 

article mentioned a need for development it was coded. The vagueness of the themes, left space for 

author’s own interpretation. Many items were very similar, but in some components the relations of 

the items can be seen. For example, if article identified a need for development in the municipality 

level this resulted in the descriptions of the support services not being clear enough etc. Initially, the 

ICF-CY framework (WHO, 2007) was considered as the framework to examine the results of this 

systematic review. In the end, this approach was considered as not applicable, since the finally chosen 

articles did not examine the children’s participation restrictions that could have been examined 

through the ICF-CY components. 

It must be stated that there is a possibility, that the results of this systematic review were impacted 

by the participants of the examined studies. It could be that the school’s staff members identified 

more barriers in practice, rather than on the policy level since it is their focus in daily life.  

Conclusion 

 

This systematic review aimed to examine the needs for development and existing barriers for 

inclusive education of those children with special educational needs due to disability in primary 

schools in Finland. The organization, definition, and implementation of the special education were 

examined as part of the Finnish inclusive education policies. In conclusion, the most prominent needs 

for development for inclusive primary education identified from the existing literature for children 

with special educational needs due to disability are the limited resources, human and financial, not 

enough multidisciplinary cooperation which in practice relates the lack of knowledge and expertise 

among teachers to effectively teach and include these children in education to the full potential. As 

evident from the results of this systematic review, there is a need for development in the future to 

make the Finnish primary school system more inclusive for children in need of special educational 
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support due to disability. Especially, the differences between the municipalities need to be addressed, 

to ensure equal and quality education for all children. It must be stated that even though the articles 

identified needs for development, the Finnish school system can be described as inclusive by nature 

and there has been a lot of development towards inclusion (Halinen & Järvinen, 2008; EADSNE, 

2018). Still more systematic actions, moving from policies to the implementation of inclusive 

practices and support services in practice, are needed. 
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Appendix  

Appendix A. Flow chart showing the search procedure 

 

ERIC

95 & 70

PsycINFO Scopus

45 65

39

Title and abstract 

Screening 

19 19
Excluded 

126+26+46

By using the 

inclusion and 

exclusion criteria 

77 32 duplicates

Full text screening 

45

  Excluded 34

3+3+3+12+14

No full text available (3)

Other than primary school level 

(3)

Data collected before 2006 (3)

Country comparison with other 

country than a Nordic country 

(12)

Specific method study, focus 

other than inclusive education, 

the sample is too specific, does 

not discuss barriers (14)

Data analysis 

10
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Appendix B. The data-extraction protocol for all 45 articles chosen into the full-text level screening   

1. General Information Authors  

 

Year  

 

Title  

 

Journal 

 

2. Background information  

Was the aim and research question(s) of the 

research clearly stated?  

  

There is no clear aim or research question(s)  

Only the aim is stated 

Both aim and research questions are state 

 

 

What was the aim/purpose? 

 

 

What were the research questions? 

 

 

3. Study design:  

What was the methodology of the 

research?  

 

Transcribe; 

 

 

Can’t tell 

 

Was the research longitudinal?   

• Yes  

• No 

 

What was the data collection method?  

 

• Test 

• Questionnaire/ structured interview 

• Observation 

• Semi structured interview 

• Document analysis 

• More than one method 

Transcribe/Comment: 

 

 

 

When was the research conducted? 

Where? 
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4. Study Sample   

What/Who is the Focus level/target group? 

  

  

a. child/ youth                

b. professionals 

c. systems  

 

Comment:  

 

 

Did the research focus on primary school level?

 1. Yes  

0. No  Comment: 

  

 

• Participant child 

    

a. Specific diagnosis/ problem

  

 

b. No diagnoses If diagnosis/problem, 

transcribe what: 

 

 

Comment: 

 

 

 

 

 

• Participant adult  

a. Professional 

 

b. Other  

 

Transcribe: 

 

 

Sample size  

 

 0-15 15-50 50-100

 ˃100 
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Comment:  

 

5. Country of focus  Was the research conducted or at least partially 

conducted in Finland? 

 

• Yes 

• No 

Transcribe/Comment: 

 

Was the focus of the study Finland? 

• Yes 

• No  

Transcribe/Comment: 

 

Was there a comparison country?    

• Yes 

• No  

Transcribe/Comment: 

 

6. Inclusive education 

 

Was the Inclusive education definition clearly 

stated? 

 

 • Yes 

• No  

Transcribe/Comment: 

 

Was the barriers and facilitators clearly 

presented? • Yes 

• No  

Transcribe/Comment: 
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Appendix C. Quality assessment protocol 

Clearly defined research question(s) 

(0,1) 

  

Peer reviewed? (0,1)   

Sample  

Is dropout rate discussed? (0,1) 
Were participants randomized? 

(0,1) 

 

  

Ethics  

Were ethical considerations 

discussed? (0,1) 

Was the potential conflict of 

interest reported by the author? 

(0,1) 

 

  

Policy relevancy 

 

Were the policies used relevant 

and updated? (0,1,2) 

Transcribe: 

 

Was the data collected before 

2014? 

(Before the new Finnish 

National Core Curriculum for 

Basic Education, 2014) (0,1) 

 

 

 

Yes  

No 

 

 

 

Yes  

No 

When?:________________ 

 

Method description 

Was the study method clearly 

described? 

(0,1) 

Were several methods used? 

(0,1) 

  

Definitions  

 

Was the definition inclusive 

education clearly presented? 

(0,1) 

  

Description of the results 

Were the findings consistent? 

(0,1) 

Generalizability of results? (0,1) 

 

•  

•  

•  

 

Total    
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Appendix D. Quality assessment  

 

Table displaying quality assessment scores of the reviewed studies according to the quality assessment tool  

INS  Study design Low  

(0-7 points) 

Medium Low 

(8-9 points) 

Medium High 

(10-11 points) 

High 

(12-14 points) 

A1  Mixed method   X  

A2 Quantitative   X  

A3  Mixed method  X   

A4 Mixed method  X   

A5 Mixed method     

A6  Mixed method  X   

A7 Document analysis   X  

A8 Quantitative  X   

A9 Qualitative   X  

A10 Mixed method   X  
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Appendix E. Table displaying information about the studies 

INS Study Purpose  Setting Focus group Outcomes and identifiable 

barriers  

A1 Takala & Sume, 2017, 

Hearing-impaired 

pupils in mainstream 

education in Finland: 

teachers’ experiences 

of inclusion and 

support 

 

 

Aims to investigate do these pupils 

(hearing-impaired) receive support from 

teachers, what kind of support is given 

and how is inclusion functioning 

122 Finnish 

schools 

Professionals: 

Teachers 

Forty-eight percent of teachers 

did not give support for HI-

pupils, assistants or interpreters 

were not available for the HI-

pupils often, more intensified 

support provided by teachers at 

the secondary level and the 

difference between intensified 

and special support was not 

always clear to teachers. Teachers 

reported lack of knowledge in 

their teaching of HI children. 

 

A2 

 

 

 

 

 

Paju, Räty, Pirttimaa 

& Kontu, 2015 

The school staff's 

perception of their 

ability to teach special 

educational needs 

Aims to examine the factors that identify 

the school staff's ability to meet the needs 

of SEN pupils in their daily teaching 

situations 

20 Finnish 

schools 

Professionals: 

9 principals  

 

133 teachers  

 

The staff reported confidence and 

knowledge issues of regarding 

teaching SEN pupils. The terms 

and specific materials are not 

familiar to the class teachers, 

subject teachers and teaching 
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pupils in inclusive 

settings in Finland 

45 teaching 

assistants 

assistants. Thirty-five percent 

reported that they had insufficient 

knowledge of how to plan and 

implement teaching according to 

the IEP and the three-tiered 

support system. To make the 

Finnish school system more 

inclusive these differences 

between different disciplinarians 

and municipalities should be 

limited.  

 

A3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Paju, Kajamaa, 

Pirttimaa & Kontu, 

2018, 

Contradictions as 

Drivers for 

Improving Inclusion in 

Teaching Pupils with 

Special Educational 

Needs 

 

 

Aims to enhance understanding of the 

contradictions that arise in the drive to 

improve teaching practices among pupils 

with special educational needs (SENs) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

20 Finnish 

schools 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Professionals: 

Classroom 

teacher 58 

 

Special 

education 

teacher 29  

 

Subject 

teacher 35  

 

Teaching 

assistant 45 

 

 

The participants reported 

concerns about their personal or 

professional incapability of 

teaching SEN pupils among 

mainstream pupils, they felt 

helpless, perceiving the 

impossibility of finding solutions 

in the daily practice of teaching, 

and they reported lack of time to 

provide support and not enough 

knowledge nor resources.  
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A4 Mäensivu, Uusiautti & 

Määttä, 2012 

Special Needs 

Assistants--The 

Special Characteristic 

and Strength of the 

School System 

of Finland 

Aims to describe special needs assistants' 

perceptions on their education, 

professional competence, the content and 

significance of their work within the 

school system of Finland, and the further 

development of their role and content of 

their work. 

 

Finnish 

schools from 

the region of 

Lapland 

Professionals: 

Special needs 

assistants 

Lack of collaboration between the 

professionals, and professionals 

and home.  Participants reported 

that they did not have enough 

time for organizing morning and 

afternoon care, provide individual 

support or prepare learning 

materials. Extensive problems 

and issues related to future 

employment.  
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A5 Lakkala, Uusiautti & 

Määttä, 2016, 

How to make the 

neighbourhood school 

a school 

for all? 

Aims to enhance understanding of the 

implementation of the Finnish educational 

reforms/to analyze teachers' perceptions 

of good inclusive teaching arrangements 

and compare them with the theories of 

inclusive education 

Finnish 

schools from 

the region of 

Lapland 

Professionals: 

Teachers 

Inclusive policies are not always 

implemented smoothly. The most 

essential problem was lack of 

support. Teachers were not able 

to guarantee each pupil's progress 

and participation. The classrooms 

are too big, not enough time to 

provide needed individual 

support. Lack of multi‐

professional collaboration. Not 

enough resources and time for 

planning. 

 

A6 Pulkkinen & 

Jahnukainen, 2016, 

Finnish reform of the 

funding and provision 

of special education: 

the views of principals 

and municipal 

education 

administrators 

Aims to examine the provision and 

funding of special education from the 

viewpoint of the actors responsible for the 

resources and use of special education 

within municipalities and individual 

schools. 

Finland Professionals: 

principals and 

the highest-

ranking 

officials in 

municipal 

education 

administration 

The decision making for special 

support depends on the size and 

the previous decisions made in 

the municipality. In smaller 

municipalities, more factors 

influenced the decision. The 

funding does not match with the 

need. Local authorities have 

insufficient resources for part-

time special education. 
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A7  Honkasilta, Sandberg, 

Närhi & Jahnukainen, 

2014, 

ADHD in the Context 

of Finnish Basic 

Education 

Aims to describes the history and current 

state of the services, as well as the 

assessment procedure of ADHD students 

in Finland  

Finland Children with 

ADHD 

This document analysis, examines 

the education policies in Finland 

in regards to ADHD students, 

additionally presenting two 

studies studying families’ 

viewpoints to the education of 

their children with ADHD.  The 

parents highlighted the 

importance of teachers’ attitudes 

and knowledge. Teacher’s need 

more focused courses, knowledge 

and teaching in regards to 

inclusive policies and ADHD. 

The policies and how they are 

applied in practice are not clear to 

parents of child with ADHD, nor 

to the school staff. The placement 

of the child with ADHD is too 

often based on the diagnoses, 

which is against the set policies. 

Future challenges about meeting 

the variety of pupils’ needs 
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according to inclusive pedagogy 

are discussed. 

 

      

A8 Saloviita, 2018 

Attitudes of Teachers 

Towards Inclusive 

Education in Finland 

Aims to find out teachers’ attitudes 

towards inclusion 

Finland  Professionals: 

Teachers 

 

 

There is a difference between 

special education teachers, 

classroom teachers and subject 

teachers. Subject teachers had the 

most negative attitudes towards 

including children with special 

needs to mainstream classrooms. 

Teacher reported lack of self-

efficacy when teaching SEN 

students, more knowledge and 

information for teachers is 

needed. Additionally, more  

multidisciplinary cooperation is 

needed.   

 

A9 Lempinen, 2016 

Towards inclusive 

schooling policies in 

Finland: a multiple-

Aims to examine whether these laws 

provide more inclusive practices and 

assess whether the changes in the laws 

Finland  Three 

children with 

ADHD,  their 

teachers, 

Differences between 

municipalities and in the types of 

support they provide. Bigger 

municipalities were more flexible 
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case study from policy 

to practice 

meet the views of the participants on 

education 

school 

assistants and 

parents 

using the three-tiered support 

system. The classrooms did not 

meet the expectations of the 

participants and were not 

satisfactorily inclusive. Smaller 

classrooms are needed to support 

children with special educational 

needs. Providing education in a 

catchment area school was 

viewed important and it was not 

always the case, especially in 

small municipalities. 

      

A10  Takala, Sarromaa 

Haussttätter, Ahl & 

Head, 2012 

Inclusion Seen by 

Student Teachers in 

Special Education: 

Differences among 

Finnish, Norwegian 

and Swedish Students 

Aims to describes various views of 

special teacher students towards inclusion 

Finland, 

Sweden & 

Norway  

Professionals: 

Special 

teacher 

students with 

experience of 

working as 

teachers  

All the Nordic countries had 

similar views related to inclusion.  

In Finland pupil-related, teacher-

related as well as resource-related 

issues worried the student teacher 

more; in other countries, the 

issues were more pupil-related. 

Pupil-related issues were; worries 

about SEN-pupils being excluded 

and having negative experiences. 
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Note. INS= Identification number of the study 

 

 

 

z 

Sometimes inclusion can lead to 

too little attention for children 

with individual needs and all 

children in the class. Teacher-

related issues were; worries about 

the teachers’ well-being. 

Resource-related problems; 

schools are unfunded, not enough 

staff, nor time for all needs. 

System related problems include 

lack of cooperation between 

multidisciplinary work team. 

      


