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Abstract This article aims to explore the context of inclusive education policy in Can-
ada, and to highlight the particular case of inclusive education policy reform in the prov-
ince of Nova Scotia. As with most other provinces and territories, inclusive education 
policy in Nova Scotia has broadened to include a lens of equity, with a focus on not only 
students with special education needs, but all students – particularly those most often mar-
ginalized by and within Canadian school systems. The article reflects on the first phase 
of the developmental evaluation process which took place prior to full implementation of 
the policy. Four interconnected key themes emerge: 1) the shifting roles and identities for 
educators and specialized staff; 2) the changing roles of classroom teachers; 3) the impor-
tance of support to ensure effective universal and differentiated classroom practices; and 
4) the professional learning of school staff. Although situated within the Nova Scotian and 
the national Canadian context, the discussion and implications can readily be applied to 
international systems engaged in developing and implementing broad inclusive education 
policy.

Keywords Inclusive education · Educational policy · Policy reform · Developmental 
evaluation · Canada · Nova Scotia

Inclusive education has, for many years, been viewed as a global goal for education sys-
tems. It has been 26 years since international participants came together in Salamanca, 
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Spain to discuss policy shifts required to promote inclusive education. They concluded 
that:

Regular schools with this inclusive orientation are the most effective means of com-
bating discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming communities, building an inclu-
sive society and achieving education for all; moreover, they provide an effective 
education to the majority of children and improve the efficiency and ultimately the 
cost-effectiveness of the entire education system. (UNESCO 1994, p. 3)

An inclusive education system weaves equity into all elements and processes framed by a 
belief that diversity, be it based on ability, racial, cultural or linguistic communities, socio-
economic status or gender identity, is valued and that a quality education for all students is 
a human right (UNESCO 2017). Slee (2019) further describes its role in promoting democ-
racy and belonging for students, particularly those most often excluded from educational 
and broader communities:“…inclusive education embraced a commitment to dismantling 
exclusions that formed the foundations for the oppression of vulnerable individuals and 
population cohorts” (p. 910).

The goal of the current paper is to explore the context of inclusive education in Canada, 
and to highlight the particular case of inclusive education policy reform in the province of 
Nova Scotia. Specifically, in this paper we reflect on the process we are currently engaged 
in, namely a developmental evaluation of a new inclusive education policy in the province 
of Nova Scotia, and initial findings emerging from this work.

Provincial contexts: Inclusion and equity

Across Canada, where education is provincially, rather than federally organized, all prov-
inces and territories have demonstrated a commitment to the ideals of inclusion and equity 
(Hutchinson and Specht 2019). Several provincial and territorial policies related to inclu-
sive education have been re-imagined over the past decade to include a broader perspective 
on equity as it relates to providing equal access and opportunity to all students, particularly 
those who have historically been marginalized or viewed as unsuccessful in Canada’s edu-
cation systems (Government of Alberta 2020; Ontario Ministry of Education 2009; The 
Social Planning Council of Winnipeg 2016). This focus is in contrast to previous and in 
some provinces, current policies where inclusive education refers primarily to students 
with special education needs (Province of British Columbia 2020). The importance of val-
uing and reflecting the diversity of student identity, including ancestry, ethnicity, gender 
identity, intellectual ability, and socio-economic status in schools, as well as identifying 
and dismantling systemic barriers is often highlighted. This type of equity and inclusion 
policy is reflective of international efforts by organizations like the UN with Sustainable 
Development Goals that include a need to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality educa-
tion and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all” (United Nations 2015, p. 14).

The persistence of educational inequities (among others) for certain populations has 
been noted across Canada by those within and beyond the country borders (George et al. 
2020; Gordon and White 2014; United Nations 2017). As an example, Black students, 
those who self-identify as indigenous and those with disabilities are significantly less likely 
to experience the opportunities and successes of their peers within provincial education 
systems (Canadian Human Rights Commission 2017; James and Turner 2017; Province of 
Nova Scotia 2020a). Recognition of continued disparities among student experiences and 
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outcomes has propelled recent efforts in provinces including Nova Scotia to collect and 
share achievement and wellbeing-related data that is disaggregated in a number of ways 
(Ontario Ministry of Education 2017; UNICEF Canada 2019). This approach will in the-
ory allow for greater attention to the gaps that exist and guide policies and programming to 
improve outcomes for students marginalized by and within education systems, suggesting 
both an educational and social justification (Campbell 2020).

Inclusion and equity vs. special education?

While many necessary efforts related to equity and inclusion emerge within and across 
provinces and territories, approaches differ with respect to the positioning of these along-
side deeply entrenched special education policies. It has been noted by Ainscow (2019) 
that a focus on including students with disabilities “should be seen as an essential part 
of an overall strategy for promoting inclusion and equity, not as a separate policy strand” 
(p. 6). Across jurisdictions, separate special education policies, some of which have been 
developed or updated within the past 5 years, continue to exist in parallel with the equity 
efforts (BC Ministry of Education 2016; Ontario Ministry of Education 2017; Province of 
Manitoba 2017; Province of Nova Scotia 2008).

In terms of class placement, which is how we historically have defined inclusive educa-
tion, most students with special educational needs in Canada are educated in regular class-
rooms, with varying levels of “pull out” service provision; segregated classes and a small 
number of segregated schools also exist in most provinces and territories (Specht et  al. 
2016). Certain groups of students, in particular those with intellectual and developmental 
disabilities, are over-represented in segregated settings in Canadian school systems (Reid 
et  al. 2018). Within the range of placements available, students with disabilities may be 
included socially and/or may be supported in engaging with the regular curriculum with 
same-age peers. However, as in an analysis of inclusive education in Ontario by Parekh 
(2018), “it is critical to actively explore into what are we including students. How do we 
ensure the environment, curriculum, and climate are ones which students can experience a 
sense of belonging, a sense of membership and shared power?” (para. 4). Physical place-
ment is not synonymous with inclusion.

In implementing inclusive education, provincial and territorial ministries of education 
all include some mention of universal design for learning (UDL) and differentiated instruc-
tion (DI) as pedagogical and assessment practices that can facilitate teaching and learning 
in diverse, inclusive settings (Whitley et al. 2019). UDL principles can align with practices 
of different levels or “tiers” of intervention and support – typically three (Katz 2013). In 
Canada, multi-tiered systems have been in varying stages of adoption for many years, in 
the form of Response to Intervention (RTI) (McIntosh et al. 2011). RTI in many provinces 
is intended to shift from a traditional approach where funding and programming are based 
on a testing, identification, and placement process to a focus on identifying individual stu-
dent strengths and needs and to providing interventions where needed. While consider-
ing the needs of all learners is possible within a tiered system, the language surrounding 
UDL, MTSS and RTI in Canada tends to reflect a focus on students with special education 
needs (Robinson and Hutchinson 2014). Thus, while policies have shifted in some prov-
inces to adopt a more multidimensional inclusive lens, there continues to be evidence of 
parallel equity and inclusion conversations. Our current work in the province of Nova Sco-
tia is an opportunity to examine the ways in which a new policy of inclusive education is 
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understood and implemented in light of the broader Canadian and international discussions 
of equity and inclusion.

Inclusive education policy in Nova Scotia

Since the spring of 2019, our research team based at the University of Ottawa (led by Pro-
fessors Jess Whitley and Andy Hargreaves) has been engaged in a developmental evalu-
ation of the implementation of a new Inclusive Education Policy in Nova Scotia. This 
implementation is in its early phases, with fall 2020 set as the official start date of the 
policy. Nova Scotia is the largest Maritime province in eastern Canada with a population of 
approximately 940,000; Halifax is the capital city with almost half of the residents of the 
province. The province has a large rural population of over 40 per cent (Statistics Canada 
2019). According to the Canadian Income Survey of 2018, 10.3 per cent of Nova Scotians 
live below the poverty line which is the highest share in Canada where the average is 8.7 
per cent (Province of Nova Scotia 2020b); 24 per cent of Nova Scotian children live in pov-
erty which is the third highest rate in the country (Frank and Fisher 2020).

Within Nova Scotia, approximately 5.7 per cent of the population self-identify as indig-
enous, the majority of whom are from the Mi’kmaq nation and are recognized as the 
founding people of Nova Scotia (Province of Nova Scotia 2014). Approximately 2.5 per 
cent of Nova Scotians identify as African Nova Scotian, most of whom have lived in the 
province for three generations or more (Province of Nova Scotia 2019a). There is also a 
strong Acadian and francophone presence (Province of Nova Scotia 2020c).

With respect to the organization of schools across the province, a major shift occurred 
in 2018 with the adoption of recommendations arising from a review of the education sys-
tem (Glaze 2018). Glaze made several controversial recommendations including the elimi-
nation of elected school boards and the removal of school administrators from the Nova 
Scotia Teachers Union (NSTU). Many of the suggested changes were heavily criticized 
(Laroche 2018; Ritchie 2019) and a few were subsequently rejected in response to immi-
nent job action by the NSTU (Nova Scotia Teachers’ Union 2018).

The system was reconfigured to contain seven Regional Centres of Education (RCEs), 
with executive directors who report directly to the EECD – the Francophone school board 
(CSAP) structure remained unchanged. Most of the newly formed RCEs contain broad 
geographic swaths of the province with many including extensive rural areas. The Hali-
fax RCE is the most urban region and also the most populated (in all of Atlantic Canada), 
with 134 schools and approximately 52,000 students; the Tri-County region is among the 
most rural and has approximately 6,000 students in 22 schools and encompasses over 7,000 
square kilometers.

In terms of broad achievement and equity, students in English-language schools in Nova 
Scotia scored similarly to the Canadian average on reading in the 2018 Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA) test; students in French-language schools scored 
below the Canadian average (O’Grady et al. 2019). Provincial assessment results in Nova 
Scotia are regularly disaggregated by student self-identification as either Mi’kmaq or other 
indigenous ancestry (4 per cent of enrollment), or of African descent (4 per cent of enroll-
ment). The most recent results demonstrate discrepancies in the scores, with indigenous 
and African Nova Scotian students scoring lower than non-identified peers in all instances 
(Province of Nova Scotia 2020a).
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While we view equity in terms of achievement as central to inclusion, we know it to be 
integrally related to wellbeing. Exclusion, isolation, stigmatization and lack of belonging 
give rise to problems of emotional, mental and physical health – and most certainly impact 
achievement. Students across Nova Scotia in Grades 4 through 12 were surveyed on top-
ics related to wellbeing and school experiences for the first time in 2019. Many positives 
were noted in the findings, including high rates of reports of having a close friend or adult 
to talk to, and generally high academic expectations of self and teachers. Overall, 78 per 
cent of students reported feeling like they belong at their school, with 72 per cent of stu-
dents of African descent and 70 per cent of Mi’kmaq/indigenous students in agreement. 
Notably, only 65 per cent of those with disabilities and 54 per cent of students identify-
ing as LGBTQ2+ felt like they belonged at school. The same four subgroups of students 
reported feeling less respected than other students and less safe at school than the provin-
cial average.

Over several decades, a number of reviews, reports, and position papers have docu-
mented the strengths and needs of the Nova Scotia education system, including the edu-
cational disadvantages related to indigenous and African Nova Scotian students (Aylward 
et al. 2007; Glaze 2018; Njie et al. 2018; Nova Scotia Teachers’ Union 2009; Nunn 2006). 
In addition, in parallel with other provinces in Canada, the concept of inclusive educa-
tion has expanded beyond students with identified disabilities, to encompass other needs 
and populations at risk of exclusion and under-achievement such as immigrant and refu-
gee populations, African Nova Scotians, students growing up in poverty, Mi’kmaq com-
munities, and gender-related minorities (NS Department of Education and Early Childhood 
Development 2020).

A focus on the unique experiences, needs and barriers typifying communities with 
strong cultural identities and historical presence is not a recent shift in Nova Scotia. 
With respect to African Nova Scotian students, the Black Learners Advisory Committee 
(BLAC) report on education was released over 25 years ago (1994) and describes a series 
of inequities and systemic barriers within the education system, and society broadly. Fol-
lowing the BLAC report many policies, reports and frameworks have continued efforts and 
shed a critical lens in order to guide improved outcomes for African Nova Scotian students 
through curriculum, instruction, assessment, leadership and partnerships with families and 
communities (Enidlee Consultants Inc. 2009; Province of Nova Scotia 2002; Sparks 2012).

Concerns regarding equity were also noted in the report produced by the Commission 
on Inclusive Education which took place in 2017–2018 (Njie et al. 2018). This report, enti-
tled “Students First”, serves as the foundation of the new Inclusive Education Policy and 
describes obstacles to progress in inclusive education, including inconsistent operationali-
zation and implementation of various policies and procedures. As the commission noted, 
this lack of shared agreement regarding the basic underpinnings and practices that com-
prise inclusive education in Nova Scotia limits the potential of collaborative learning com-
munities that are key to ongoing development of pedagogical practice within a culture of 
inquiry. The commission and its recommendations were strongly supported by the NSTU 
although concerns regarding a lack of collaboration and transparency continue to be raised 
in terms of the speed and nature of implementation efforts (Nova Scotia Teachers’ Union 
2019).

The current Inclusive Education Policy (Province of Nova Scotia 2019b), furthermore 
referred to as the policy, emerged from the findings and recommendations within the Stu-
dents First Report (Njie et al. 2018), as well as the broader history and context of Nova 
Scotia education. The policy was developed by the EECD in consultation with multiple 
groups and was released to the public in August 2019. Implementation of the policy is 
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slated to take effect in September 2020. The policy includes a broad focus on ensuring 
equity, opening with the statement: “Inclusive education is a commitment to ensuring a 
high-quality, culturally and linguistically responsive and equitable education to support 
the well-being and achievement of every student. All students should feel that they belong 
in an inclusive school—accepted, safe, and valued—so they can best learn and succeed” 
(Province of Nova Scotia 2019b, p. 1). The eight guiding principles of the policy are listed 
in Figure 1.

The policy also includes a number of directives which include classroom teachers taking 
on responsibility for all students, most often in a common learning environment, with sup-
port and collaboration. The development of specific school-based teams to support teach-
ers and students are described, along with the directive that “every school will support 
student well-being and achievement through a Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS)” 
(Province of Nova Scotia 2019b, p. 4). Finally, a series of roles and responsibilities for 
each group of education stakeholders (e.g., students, families, teachers, administrators) is 
detailed.

Following the release and recommendations of the Students First report (Njie et  al. 
2018), the Government of Nova Scotia announced initiatives and funding that were situ-
ated within the umbrella of inclusive education implementation. In the fall of 2018, 191 
new positions were added to the education system. These new hires included a mix of posi-
tions that were new to the system, as well as additional hiring of existing positions; exam-
ples include Child and Youth Care Practitioners, Autism and Behaviour Specialists, Parent 
Navigators, African Nova Scotian and Mi’kmaq student support workers. In 2019, a second 
wave of hires (173 positions) were added.

In late 2018, in order to guide and support the implementation of the policy, and to pro-
vide greater accountability as recommended in the Students First report, the government 
sought proposals for a developmental evaluation. Our research team bid successfully and, 

Every student can learn with enough time, practice and equitable and responsive teaching.

Every student, including those with special needs, should receive full-day instruction every day, 
with flexibility based on the student’s individual strengths and challenges.

Every student should be taught within a common learning environment (e.g., a classroom) with 
students of similar age within the community school, with flexibility that is based on, and 
responsive to, the student’s individual strengths and challenges.

Inclusive education values, draws upon, and includes student voices and choices to assist 
students in achieving their goals.

Every student deserves to belong (affirmed, validated, and nurtured), be safe, and feel welcomed 
in all aspects of their daily experience.

Inclusive education is a commitment to honour and respect each student’s cultural and linguistic 
identities and knowledge systems

Inclusive education practices use evidence of students’ strengths and challenges to determine a 
system of supports and monitor the effectiveness of those supports.

All partners are committed and empowered to work collectively to identify and eliminate barriers 
that interfere with students’ well-being and achievement.

Figure 1  Nova Scotia inclusive education policy: Guiding principles
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in the spring of 2019, as the policy was being finalized, our research team embarked upon a 
developmental evaluation of its implementation. The next section details our approach and 
initial findings.

Nova Scotia inclusive education policy: Developmental evaluation

The innovation in inclusive education currently underway in Nova Scotia offers an ideal 
opportunity to interweave a developmental evaluation. The evaluation is an iterative pro-
cess, whereby our team works with EECD staff and a broader design team to conceptual-
ize implementation of broad system change for inclusive education. As a collective, we 
are engaged in collaboratively generating the specific questions to guide the developmental 
evaluation, establishing priorities, identifying what data is required and how it will be col-
lected, interpreting findings, and tracking development to inform next steps whilst consid-
ering changing conditions and new information gathered throughout the process.

In our application of developmental evaluation, we situate ourselves within the eight 
essential principles outlined by Patton (2016) which include evaluation rigor, utilization-
focused, systems thinking, co-creation and timely feedback. Our first few months engaging 
with the developmental evaluation have been focused on: a) developing relationships with 
those knowledgeable about, and likely to be affected by the policy; b) developing a greater 
understanding of the many moving pieces that comprise the Inclusive Education Policy 
implementation; c) working closely with a design team to guide the ongoing evaluation 
planning; d) collecting and analyzing data provided by key informants; and e) providing 
initial feedback to the EECD based on our findings to date.

Our first step was to develop an evaluation design team in consultation with EECD 
which comprises a teacher, principal, regional executive director, EECD executive direc-
tors of early learning and student success and the EECD Director of Research and Partner-
ships. As researchers “from away”, we also began the process of developing relationships 
with key individuals and groups to support and inform our shared work. A project man-
ager, based in Nova Scotia, was hired to assist with planning and to maintain a consistent 
local presence in the EECD. Beginning in the summer of 2019, we also engaged in early 
data collection, which will inform the analysis in the next section.

We travelled to Nova Scotia four times in the first eight months of the evaluation, twice 
to Halifax, and twice to other regions. Given the pre-implementation phase within which 
these visits took place, the focus of our evaluation efforts was on: a) developing a deeper 
sense of the context in which the policy and its implementation was embedded and b) 
exploring the perceptions of key stakeholders regarding the policy.

To the first goal, we engaged in information-gathering discussions with 24 individuals 
within and outside of the EECD. Some of these individuals preferred not to be interviewed 
and to have their perspective captured on a recording and all provided helpful contextual 
information that informed our ongoing efforts. Our project manager met with key individu-
als with the EECD on a weekly basis, to stay abreast of ongoing developments and to take 
part in the everyday conversations of those engaged in the implementation. We also took 
part in six advisory group or internal leadership meetings, reflecting participation by teach-
ers from across the province, directors of programs and student services from each region 
and CSAP, regional executive directors and the EECD leadership team.

In addition to our efforts to learn and engage, formal interviews were conducted with 
23 key informants, including regional senior staff, school leadership and resource teach-
ers, representatives of unions and professional associations, as well as post-secondary 
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institutions that offer Bachelor of Education (teacher preparation) and graduate education 
programmes. Interviews focused on the roles and contexts of the participants, their knowl-
edge and perceptions of the policy, and hopes and concerns for the policy implementation. 
The interviews were audio-recorded and were on average 45 minutes in length. Verbatim 
transcripts of each interview were developed and analyzed thematically.

Four main themes emerged from our analysis of this preliminary series of interviews. 
These include: 1) Shifting of roles and identities: Who am I and what do you do? 2) The 
changing roles of classroom teachers: Islands no longer? 3) Inclusion = MTSS and success 
hinges on Tier 1, and 4) Professional learning: If we teach a teacher to fish.

Shifting of roles and identities: Who am I and what do you do?

When discussing the inclusion policy, the majority of participants described the state of 
flux, either present or anticipated, of the roles and responsibilities of a range of school staff. 
Much of the discussion within these themes focused on new positions within the education 
system that were added prior to the release of the policy. In general, participants were posi-
tive about the addition of the positions and the ways in which these individuals and their 
skill sets could and in some cases already were benefitting staff, students, parents and com-
munity partners.

However, confusion was regularly expressed by participants, both those in the new 
positions and working alongside, regarding job descriptions, overlap of tasks with those 
of existing staff, boundaries of responsibilities and a lack of clarity and communication 
related to the new hires. Efforts were described where regions were mapping the roles and 
responsibilities of the new positions alongside others with the Multi-tiered System Struc-
ture; these efforts were seen as very beneficial.

Some of the concerns expressed by participants related to perceived threats to expertise 
and identity. One school guidance counsellor stated:

We need the support, but I’m always going to be like, “But what’s our role?” because 
in some ways I’ve felt like our role has been chipped away at through all of the new 
supports that have been put in. I know a more positive way to look at it would be 
there are supports and we got to join with them, but it’s hard when in some of these 
cases, some of these roles, we don’t really understand what the role is.

The lack of clarity and alignment was also raised as a barrier to effective supports for stu-
dents – not knowing who was responsible for what in which type of situation could lead to 
student needs not being addressed or overlap of services.

The changing roles of classroom teachers: Islands no longer?

Shifting roles were also discussed by the majority of the participants in response to the 
perceived emphasis of the inclusion policy on the increased responsibility of classroom 
teachers to meet student needs. The new Inclusive Education policy states that “Classroom 
teachers are responsible for teaching all students. Teaching and interventions are expected 
to happen most often in a common learning environment, such as the classroom. Class-
room teachers cannot do this alone” (Province of Nova Scotia 2019b, p. 3).

Participants described the significant shift in mindset and practice that this would neces-
sitate for some teachers who were at an earlier point along an inclusive continuum and who 
were used to what was described by one participant as the “70s pull out model” which was 
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still in evidence in many schools. One regional consultant stated, “…we’ve got to support 
those classroom teachers, if we’re saying they’re the folks that are responsible with sup-
port, we got to do more support for them. Way more support”.

As is evident in the policy statement above, the shift towards greater responsibility for 
classroom teachers is intended to be accompanied by greater collaboration. Although many 
teachers were already working in partnership with other teachers, specialists, families and 
community, the sense of ownership for planning and programming for students with spe-
cial education needs in particular was seen in some instances as sitting with a resource or 
learning centre teacher.

The shift in the policy noted by many participants who were providing specialist sup-
ports at the school or regional level (e.g., resource teacher, psychologists, student services 
consultant) was described as changes in their roles from supporting students to support-
ing teachers. The policy described how a range of support teachers (currently resource or 
learning centre teachers) “would provide direct, collaborative support to classroom teach-
ers and students” (Province of Nova Scotia 2019b, p. 3). This is in contrast to the cur-
rent role of some support teachers which strictly involves working directly with students 
in a pull-out model or of some psychologists who engage primarily in individual student 
assessment and intervention. One specialist wondered, “Can we do more in class consulta-
tive types of services with our SLPs so that teachers are building their skillsets and under-
standing what they can do at the classroom level before they are asking for direct therapy 
whether small group or individual?”

Having greater collaboration within a regular classroom requires an openness that was 
seen as challenging for some teachers. One regional consultant believed, “The big issue, 
I think, for teachers is that they’re not really used to having people in their classroom… 
and they feel like they’re being judged all the time. And it’s not about judging them. It’s 
about supporting them. And with a multi-tiered system of support and inclusive education, 
you’ve got to get used to having many people in your room.

Inclusion = MTSS and success hinges on Tier 1

Although described sequentially, this third theme is tightly interwoven with some aspects 
of the first two, specifically the shifting roles and responsibilities for regular classroom 
teachers. There was a very strong and shared belief evident among participants of the 
importance of Tier 1 described as the need to bring supports to the classroom and the need 
to ensure effective universal and differentiated classroom practices. One regional leader 
described how “there’s no question that there’s an increased focus on excellence in teach-
ing at Tier One, which I am a very strong proponent of” and a school psychologist shared 
her belief that “the Tier 1 has a ton of potential to really improve overall student learning if 
we are looking at increasing some of the more evidence-based interventions”.

One guidance counsellor described her desire to work more often alongside classroom 
teachers rather than spending most of her time supporting individual students but also 
described the overwhelming mental health needs of students in her school and the existing 
1:500 ratio of counsellor to students: “And you want to get into the classrooms and do the 
proactive piece. You do, because you’re hitting 30 kids when you’re getting in there and 
doing cyber stuff, when you’re doing positive mental health”.

In describing ways in which she could meet the needs of a large group of students how-
ever, one resource teacher described that supporting individual teachers at the Tier 1 level, 
in the general classroom, was just not feasible. The long-term view adopted by system 
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leaders and supports was less palatable to those working on a daily basis with large case-
loads of students:

Well, I usually group my students according to their needs. So ideally, I get into 
classes, which I do. But a lot of the time, because of the needs in this building, I find 
that it turns out being a pull-out model…just for the amount of students that I need 
to see, like I could have upward of 50 students during first intake and another 50 dur-
ing second intake. So, the needs are high, and it’s much more efficient for me to take 
them all at the same time.

Professional learning: If we teach a teacher to fish

A need for professional learning emerged from the discussions of the first three themes, 
where the increasing focus on regular classroom practices at the Tier 1 level and the shift-
ing roles of educators and staff in a number of different positions generally led to the same 
recommendations from participants: more professional learning.

Discussions of professional learning typically centred around capacity-building among 
classroom teachers and the role of skill development in building confidence and a will-
ingness to take ownership for students experiencing difficulties. One regional consultant 
described how she noticed in her work, “…a lot of people don’t feel that they have the skill 
set to be able to deal with students that have diverse learning needs, that they really don’t 
feel that they’ve had the training… Because if they’ve been in the school system a long 
time, differentiation may be not really a concept that’s… or UDL, that really is something 
that they can pull out of their back pocket”.

The framing of the multi-tiered system was also applied to teacher professional learn-
ing as it was recognized by participants that different teachers working in different roles 
within different regions would have varying professional learning needs. As with the exam-
ple provided by the resource teacher describing the necessity of a pull-out approach, a shift 
to a capacity-building versus a child-fixing mindset is a long-term view likely to be chal-
lenging for many teachers overwhelmed by day-to-day challenges. One regional consultant 
described this view:

But you really have to look at the staff that you have and the expertise and how can 
we make this work if we do things in a different fashion. Because it’s about building 
capacities, the other thing, and that’s what a lot of the time people aren’t seeing. They 
just want the immediate fix or the immediate, like, “Come and help me right now”, 
not realizing that if we teach them how to fish it’s going to be something that they 
can use for a long time and the skill set that they develop this year is going to… It is 
about building their own repertoire as far as I’m concerned, in terms of skill set.

A number of challenges were described in considering the professional learning required. 
A lack of substitute teachers often resulted in in-service opportunities being scheduled 
after school hours which was not seen as ideal and often precluded the involvement of staff 
whose workdays were scheduled in different ways (e.g., education assistants).

Opportunities to collaborate with other schools for professional learning was seen as 
very valuable but again challenges were noted in terms of the amount of travel required 
in the often geographically large, rural areas typical of many regions in Nova Scotia and 
the costs of releasing teachers should substitutes become available. Some participants did 
share examples of committees, advisory groups or informal networks that they were part 
of that allowed them to discuss and share plans for implementing the inclusive policy. 
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Those most senior in the system mentioned the upcoming opportunities to apply for net-
work school projects, an initiative funded by EECD as part of the implementation of the 
inclusive education policy. These projects were again seen as opportunities to build col-
lective efficacy among school-based educators and administrators to support students more 
effectively at the Tier 1 level. The majority of the participants had not yet been made aware 
of this initiative.

In contrast to the wide-ranging scope of the policy, the bulk of the discussion with par-
ticipants, which was prompted by very open questions, centred around student services and 
special education needs. This is likely in part to be a reflection of the participant pool, 
which was heavily weighted with those who traditionally held roles in these areas and who 
were suggested to us as knowledgeable key informants. It is further reflective of many of 
those charged with leading the work of implementing inclusive education. A few partici-
pants spoke specifically about students who were African Nova Scotian or Mi’kmaq and 
raised issues of equity and of making connections with families and communities. This 
broader issue was noted by one regional equity consultant, “In order for this to be effec-
tive, it cannot sit with Student Services… And certainly, the optics will be that it is still a 
policy that is targeting a very specific population. So, there has to be collaboration at the 
provincial and at the regional level in order for this to be truly realized…If you’re going 
to bring in a team to talk about the implementation of this, it shouldn’t be students service 
coordinators”.

Developmental evaluation: Process and next steps

Feedback of our initial findings, which includes data shared here, as well as recommen-
dations specific to the activities of EECD and the regional contexts was shared with the 
design team, and then the system at large in the fall of 2019. As is typical of a develop-
mental evaluation, this feedback was intended to be accessible and immediately useful. A 
subsequent visit in the winter of 2020 began to reveal some of the ways in which these 
results could and were informing implementation planning. The school closures and shift 
in priorities resulting from the Covid-19 pandemic have prompted us to re-imagine our 
activities and the ways in which the policy may be implemented. Ongoing discussions with 
the EECD have interestingly raised issues of equity that have been revealed by distance and 
emergency learning efforts – the work of inclusive education remains critical.

Discussion and implications

This paper has described the current context of inclusive education policy in Canada, with 
the specific example of our developmental evaluation of the implementation of inclusive 
education reform in Nova Scotia. Situated within the national Canadian context, the exam-
ple of Nova Scotia is both typical and unique. As with most other provinces and territories, 
inclusive education policy in Nova Scotia has broadened to include a lens of equity, and to 
include a focus on not only students with special education needs, but all students – par-
ticularly those most often marginalized by and within Canadian school systems. The inclu-
sion policy currently sits alongside special education policies and procedures – which is 
also typical of most provinces and territories. Recent inclusion policies reflect both a social 
and educational justification for inclusive education – a need for a just and equitable soci-
ety where all students have opportunities to succeed, as well as a belief that in universally 
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designing education, we can ensure the needs of some with the benefits for all. According 
to Ainscow (2020, p. 8),

Progress in relation to inclusion and equity…requires new thinking which focuses 
attention on the barriers experienced by some children that lead them to become 
marginalized as a result of contextual factors. The implication is that overcoming 
such barriers is the most important means of development forms of education that 
are effective for all children. In this way, inclusion becomes a way of achieving the 
overall improvement of education systems.

In assessing and informing equity and inclusion efforts, many systems are beginning to col-
lect and examine achievement and wellbeing data. Nova Scotia students performed similar 
to the Canadian average on most of the elements of the most recent PISA despite unique 
challenges associated with poverty. Canada’s performance is often lauded as reflective of 
equity alongside excellence. A deeper exploration at a provincial level, however, reveals 
that academic success and wellbeing are experienced differentially according to self-iden-
tification as African Nova Scotian, Mi’kmaq, LGBTQ2+ or with a disability. The success 
for all approach espoused in many of Canada’s equity and inclusion policies, including that 
of Nova Scotia, needs to also reflect that “all” students do not have the same opportunities 
and possibilities provided to them within schools and societies.

The disaggregation of data that has become commonplace within Nova Scotia education 
can facilitate ongoing attention on equity issues. Most provinces are not yet engaging with 
this type of data analysis and public sharing of results (Campbell 2020). However, while 
the availability of data can inform discussions and planning, it is the action – the inter-
ventions and subsequent shifts in beliefs and local and systemic practices that can lead to 
change in student opportunities.

A focus on local application is key in exploring, and in our case evaluating, the imple-
mentation of policy (Datnow et al. 2001). The mere act of inviting and funding a 3-year 
developmental evaluation reflects a recognition on the part of the Nova Scotia government 
that drawing on evidence and a reflexive process throughout the implementation of this 
type of policy is a high priority. Our presence in the province, including regular discussions 
with leaders within the EECD and regions, as well as teachers, principals and other school 
staff, serves as one thread of the implementation. We provoke sharing of understandings, 
beliefs and practices related to inclusive education which can be personally impactful for 
participants but can also lead to subsequent shifts in policy implementation as findings are 
shared with the EECD.

In Nova Scotia, as in many other jurisdictions, regional differences need to be reflected 
in policy implementation in the same way that student diversity is increasingly being con-
sidered in classrooms and schools (Smit 2005). Our initial data reveals consistency and 
disparities with and across regions with regards to understandings of the policy and its 
implementation; this is in part related to the role of the participant – whether system leader 
or classroom teacher – and expected due to the emergent nature of the policy at this point. 
It also reflects the varied readiness of each region with respect to the policy and the sense-
making engaged in by participants (Snodgrass Rangel et al. 2017; Spillane et al. 2002).

The shift in roles and identities of educators and specialized staff as key to the imple-
mentation of this policy, and the need for responsive and collaborative supports encircling 
the Tier 1 “common learning environment” emerged as powerful themes in our initial find-
ings. Concerns regarding these changes were related to confusion regarding process but 
also to identity questioning – reflecting the emotional dimension of educational change 
(Datnow 2018; Hargreaves 2005). The professional learning that so often accompanies 
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any discussion of inclusive education reform (Cumming et al. 2018; Turnbull and Turn-
bull 2020) was also highlighted time and time again by participants – a greater and more 
varied skill set, and one that is shared with and across educators was seen as essential to 
policy implementation. Existing research is replete with examples of the power of collabo-
rative structures and communities that support educators in shifting in response to required 
reforms, particularly when leaders champion and model such work (Ainscow 2016; But-
ler and Schnellert 2012; Datnow 2018; Hargreaves and O’Connor 2018; Schnellert et al. 
2018). The participants we engaged with reflected more senior positions in the system and 
spoke of individual learning they perceived as required on the part of teachers – the need 
for collective learning and development was also evident in our analysis (Fullan and Har-
greaves 2016). Examining the potential power of teachers as leaders with a voice in change 
(Hargreaves and Shirley 2019) will be important in our ongoing work in Nova Scotia; facil-
itated in part by the greater inclusion of the voices of teachers as participants and hopefully 
those of students and families as well.

Our work in Nova Scotia continues over the next two years and the policy is slated to 
be implemented province-wide in the fall of 2020. However, schools in Nova Scotia are 
planning for the school year ahead within similar constraints to those faced by education 
systems worldwide – school closures and social distancing requirements that may be in 
place for some time due to the Covid-19 pandemic. The developmental evaluation will 
need to shift in response and be co-constructed to reflect the realities of the system while 
still maintaining a persistent focus on inclusive education reform. Luckily the dynamic and 
nimble qualities and collaborative principles of developmental evaluation are well-suited to 
this endeavour.
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