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Abstract

To date, educational inclusion of disabled learners into German vocational education remains a
challenge. In our qualitative case study, we seek to explore the role of school leadership in devel-
oping an inclusive vocational school. In order to consider different perspectives, we included
teachers (n = 6), a school social worker (n = 1) as well as the school leadership (n = 1) in our
research. Results highlighted the role of (1) knowledge and support as well as (2) school leader-
ship acting as a good example, showing belief in and appreciation for their staff and (3) the rele-
vance of structures.
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“Germany is widely known for its high-quality vocational education and training (VET)
system” (Jacob & Solga, 2015, p. 161), which offers standardized qualifications, i.e. “[t]ypically,
recognised occupations include the training for the wide range of tasks a skilled worker in a spe-
cific field would require* (Ertl, 2002, p. 57). However, building inclusive structures is a challenge
in this standardized environment. Yet, there are still special vocational schools separating trainees
with and without disabilities. Nevertheless, there are some general vocational schools that imple-
ment inclusion. This article explores the role that school leadership plays in this process.

Vocational Education in Germany — The Current Situation for Young People with Disabili-
ties

In 2022 overall about 595 700 pupils with special needs were educated in Germany (KMK,
2024), whether they attended a regular school or a special school for learners with disabilities.
After primary and secondary education (at least 9 years), young people with disabilities have to
decide what comes next — vocational education, working as an unqualified person or something
different. We would like to highlight the options in Germany for young people with disabilities
outlined by Blanck (2020): (1) pre-vocational programs (2) apprenticeships/VET (Vocational Ed-
ucation and Training) and (3) possibilities outside the VET system. Students with disabilities can
(1) do a pre-vocational program (either school-based or structured by the Federal Employment
Agency) in order to prepare themselves for an apprenticeship. Another possibility is: (2) an ap-
prenticeship. Those are either (a) school-based, (b) dual (see below) or in a (c) special way outside
a regular company however in combination with practical training, e.g. at a vocational training
center (Berufsbildungswerk). In a dual apprenticeship an apprentice trains both in a company as
well as in a vocational school. To attend (3), i.e. a scheme outside the “regular (pre-)VET system”,
the Federal Employment Agency has to give approval based on a disability for supported employ-
ment or working in special facilities for people with disabilities. Options (1) and (2) can be inclu-
sive, i.e. at regular vocational school or at special educational facilities. We focus in our work on
school-based pre-vocational training as well as on apprenticeships, which are done in a regular
vocational school, i.e. not in a special institution. Thus, in our case study, regular vocational school
teachers and one special education teacher (participant of the group discussion) taught in an inclu-
sive educational environment.

Germany on its Way to Educational Inclusion

With the ratification of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of People with Disa-
bilities (UN CRPD, 2006) in Germany in 2009 (UN Treaty Collection, 2025) vocational education
also has to be accessible for people with disabilities “without discrimination and on an equal basis
with others* (Art. 24 (5) UN CRPD, 2006, p. 18 (English version)). Despite the fact that criticism
with regard to educational inclusion of disabled young people was also raised in terms of voca-
tional education (e.g. United Nations, 2023), we nevertheless find positive, inclusive concepts and
ideas within the sector of vocational education (e.g. Gillen & Wende, 2017) as well as on the level
of policy recommendations (e.g. KMK, 2020 focuses on individualized learning). This raises the
question of how vocational schools can become more inclusive. Clearly, this transformative pro-
cess includes many stakeholders (see e.g. Heimlich et al., 2018). Nevertheless, it is argued:
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“Leadership is widely discussed as a key factor for success in inclusive education” (Scheer, 2021,
p. 660). However, as reported by McCaw and Natow (2025) in their literature review, internation-
ally, perceptions of school leadership on educational inclusion vary. The following project there-
fore focuses on the role of leadership at a model vocational school for inclusive education, which
has gone far beyond the regular requirements.

Leadership in Inclusive School Transformation

Different models and foci are used to describe the role of school leadership in inclusive
settings as well as in transforming educational institutions into inclusive institutions. For the Ger-
man context, it is in particular the work of Scheer (Scheer, 2019, 2020, 2021) who focuses on the
Four-Frame-Model (e.g. Bolman & Deal, 2017) proposing four perspectives on leadership in in-
clusive schools. In this model, Bolman and Deal (2017) rely on the following perspectives: human
resources, structural, political and symbolic. Consequently, they acknowledge a wide range of as-
pects of leadership personnel. For instance, from a human resource standpoint in particular the
people matter, e.g. their concerns, abilities and anxieties as well as their hopes. From a structural
point of view, the emphasis is on how an organization is built, for instance about divisions and
sub-divisions, about internal regulations and guidelines (Bolman & Deal, 2017). Reviewing the
literature Scheer (2021) suggests: “A successful leader should balance their attention between all
four frames, analyzing which frame is appropriate for a situation. Several studies demonstrate the
applicability of this model to school leadership” (p. 666). There is, however, a lack of systematic
research on the principals’ roles in implementing educational inclusion for the German context
(Scheer, 2021).

From a transformative perspective Bolman and Deal (2017) reframe Kotter’s stages of
change with their four analytical lenses. This provides a possibility to better monitor change pro-
cesses such as the implementation of educational inclusion in a vocational school.

Heimlich et al. (2018) propose two items focusing on school leadership in their German
multi-level scale on inclusive school development. First, it concerns the extent to which school
leadership gives the opportunity to reflect on the potential chances of an inclusive school. Second,
it focuses on the active engagement of school leadership in developing an inclusive school concept
(Heimlich et al., 2018). These aspects highlight the importance of school leadership in transform-
ing educational institutions.

In a more international context, McLeskey and Waldron (2015) propose in a summary of
US case studies “must-haves” in establishing efficient inclusive schools. With regard to school
leadership, they suggest: “Strong, active principal leadership to ensure that teachers share core
values and an institutional commitment to developing an effective inclusive school” (McLeskey
& Waldron, 2015, p. 68). When considering active leadership, it became evident in the literature
that the vision of educational inclusion was a top-down rather than a bottom-up process with prin-
cipals that were clear about their aim, i.e. educational inclusion (McLeskey & Waldron, 2015).
Also, DeMatthews et al. (2020) conclude “[i]n most studies, when principals actively supported
the vision, schools became more inclusive” (p. 543). Yet, McLeskey and Waldron (2015) summa-
rize that principals realized that they could not pressure teachers to adopt their vision but rather
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that it is necessary to build relationships with teachers that are based on trust and support. Conse-
quently, they argue:

“This trust was characterized by the extent to which the teachers felt they could depend on
the principal. Trust was more likely to occur if the principals demonstrated trust and con-
cern for their teachers, shared decision making, and engaged in a range of behaviors to
demonstrate their support for teachers and for the core values of the school. Demonstrating
trust and support for teachers provided the foundation for developing good relationships
with teachers.” (McLeskey & Waldron, 2015, p. 70)

We consider that the importance of trust building by school leadership in particular be-
comes evident in the US case study by Hoppey and McLeskey (2013). With regard to decision-
making, DeMatthews et al. (2020) also highlight the need to work collaboratively (i.e. school lead-
ership with teachers) on a shared idea of an inclusive school as well as the importance of interdis-
ciplinary teams for efficient inclusive schools. Trust and joint decisions might be particularly rel-
evant because van de Putte and Schauwer (2013) as well as Leipziger et al. (2012) have — over a
decade ago — described uncertainty on how to provide inclusive education. Consequently, we argue
it is more important to have supportive relationships built on trust.

Research Question & Research Methodology

Our research question focused on the development of an inclusive vocational school, in
particular from the standpoint of school leadership. With our case study we intended to go beyond
previous research on leadership in inclusive schools (e.g. Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013; Scheer,
2021) who exclusively conducted interviews with school leaders (e.g. principals). However, Yam-
marino and Atwater (1993) highlight in their literature review “numerous researchers have docu-
mented that self-ratings are inflated, unreliable, invalid, biased, inaccurate” (p. 231). We believed
to better understand the role of school leadership in the process of developing a truly inclusive
school, we needed to gain multiple perspectives such as those of teachers, social workers and nat-
urally of the school leadership. Consequently, our research question was: What is the role and
abilities of school leadership in developing an inclusive vocational school? Using a case-study
design allows an in-depth approach to answering the research question.

Bassey (1999) suggests that “[a]n educational case study is an empirical enquiry which is:

e conducted within a localized boundary of space and time

e into interesting aspects of an educational activity, or programme, or institution, or sys-
tem;

¢ mainly in its natural context and within an ethic of respect for persons” (p. 58; emphasis
in original)

In order to make this paper clearer we marked the perspectives, i.e. the group of persons

who gave the statements, sometimes within the text sometimes only in brackets (SL = school lead-
ership, TE = Teacher, SW = Social Worker). Our case study included interviews as well as a group
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discussion. The group discussion involved TE 1, TE 2, TE 3 and a social worker, who worked with
students with disabilities. Interviews were conducted with TE 1, TE 4, TE 5, TE 6 and a senior
person from the school leadership team (SL). The vocational school has several hundred students.

Why did we choose this school? The study school studied (hereinafter: case study school)
is a particularly innovative vocational school trialing new approaches on its route to becoming an
inclusive school. It has a variety of inclusive vocational features. During our project we learnt that
the school had different programs, e.g. vocational preparation measures for young disabled per-
sons, inclusive VET courses as well as inclusive partial qualifications with different learning ob-
jectives. For the part of our analysis that focused on school leadership, we used central insights
from the different programs since we believe that inclusive vocational education has all such ele-
ments, i.e. vocational preparation for young disabled students (which was only to a minor part
inclusive but mostly worked with students with disabilities), inclusive vocational training in a full-
time apprenticeship as well as partial qualifications. Moreover, for a school leadership perspective
it is beneficial to combine our results from different programs. Summing up, we investigated an
innovative vocational school trialing new approaches on its way to becoming an inclusive voca-
tional school.

Why did we decide to focus on school leadership? When developing our study, we did not
explicitly focus on school leadership and did not include it as a question in the interview schedule.
However, school leadership was mentioned in three of four interviews in the case study school in
a very positive way, e.g. the teachers described that the school leadership showed a lot appreciation
for the work done and was supportive. Moreover, the school leadership was also positively men-
tioned in the group discussion. Therefore, we concluded that those are “interesting aspects of an
educational activity” (Bassey, 1999, p. 58; emphasis in original) and therefore of particular inter-
est. Consequently, we decided to include this aspect in our study.

To ensure a “natural context” (Bassey, 1999, p. 58) the entire research also took place in
the vocational school itself, i.e. all group discussions, interviews and so on. This was also valuable
for the researcher to better understand the situation at the case study school. All interviews were
held in German language, quotes in this publication were translated into English language. The
same applies to quotes from relevant German literature. For reasons of anonymity of the school,
we are unable to give more information on the school itself. Research ethics were of course con-
sidered too, e.g. voluntary, informed consent was obtained.

More elements of a case study include — amongst others — “to explore significant features
of the case, (...) to create plausible interpretations of what is found, (...) [and] to test for trustwor-
thiness of these interpretations” (Bassey, 1999, p. 58; emphasis in original). We developed an
understanding of different inclusive programs and multiple perspectives (e.g. teachers, school
leadership) which we considered as “significant features” (Bassey, 1999, p. 58; emphasis in orig-
inal). For our insights on significant aspects the result section as well as the discussion section for
interpretations might be the appropriate place.

Content analysis by Kuckartz (Kuckartz, 2018; Kuckartz & Rédiker, 2022) was used to
guide our data analysis in a first step. Within Kuckartz’s three types we focused mostly on a con-
tent structuring approach. However, since we followed a case study approach and in order to
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provide a deeper analysis, we partially went beyond Kuckartz’s concept and added aspects of a
more qualitative-interpretative approach as suggested by Bassey (1999). Our interpretations were
in particular guided by Mayring (2015) (explicit analysis) - where appropriate - as a second step
(see also Cohen et al., 2018).

Rigor (Ary et al., 2010) was increased by different measures. First, we combined different
sources (interviews, group discussion) as well as different perspectives (teachers, social worker,
school leadership). In order to make our article clearer we marked the perspectives, i.e. the group
of persons who gave the statements, sometimes within the text sometimes only in brackets (SL =
School Leadership, TE = Teacher, SW = Social Worker). Second, different times within the school
year were used, i.e. some data collection took place in spring, some in summer. This was in order
to reduce primacy and recency effects. Third, in interviews the technique of discursive validation
(Witzel, 2000) was — where appropriate — used in order to ensure a correct understanding of the
interviewee’s perspective. Therefore, also member checks with participants were not conducted.
Fourth, recognizing a stronger interpretative part in our analysis central conclusions were dis-
cussed with a postdoctoral-researcher who works in the area of educational inclusion. In our view,
combining — amongst others — these four measures ensures increased rigor of our results.

Results

To answer the research question on the contribution of school leadership in developing an
inclusive vocational school we find three central elements. First, knowledge of and support by the
school leadership. Second, acting as good example as well as showing appreciation for and trust
in teachers. Third, organizational and structural aspects, including communicational aspects. In
our analysis, we put a particular focus on the internal school processes and only superficially con-
sidered wider systemic aspects (such as the need of school transportation of disabled students). In
this manner, we seek to give a more holistic analysis of the case study school.

Theme 1: Knowledge & Support

Analyzing our data we identified three sub-themes on knowledge of and support by the
school leadership. First, the school leadership specified the abilities a teacher needs to teach inclu-
sively. The way our interviewee phrased this aspect was interesting: “From my colleagues (...) I
need the willingness to” teach in a special way as well as the teachers having to have the willing-
ness to participate in co-teaching or to “to engage with the respective starting situation that the
student brings with them” (SL). The school leadership was very clear here and used language like
“have to have”; there is no alternative to their! standpoint, i.e. the school leadership knows what
abilities a teacher needs. Second, the school leadership knows or anticipates challenges. These
might be more of a structural nature (e.g. when it related to problems with school transportation)
or educational aspects (e.g. concepts, examination), which the school leadership communicates
clearly, i.e. the teachers “have to know what challenges will arise” (SL) but also states “I (...) must
not let the colleagues stand in the rain [German colloquial for “abandon them”]” (SL) and one
teacher clearly highlighted: “We have a boss (...) who supports us wherever possible” (TE 1).
Third, the school leadership knows where resources are and how these can contribute to overcom-
ing challenges. In the case study school, a specific support concept for all learners exists which the

! In order to increase anonymity, we use gender neutral language.
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school leadership describes as “an instrument made up of many different individual measures”.
For instance, the school social worker or a special needs teacher that worked at the school. This is
seen by teachers as well, e.g. the support by the social worker for students and teachers: “Or 1 (...)
send the [inclusive] student to the school social worker. I simply have this option. So, it simply
takes the pressure off (...)” (group discussion, TE 3).

Summing up Theme 1, the school leadership had significant knowledge of the abilities a
teacher needs to teach in an inclusive way but also had an understanding of the challenges that
might arise in implementing educational inclusion. Furthermore, the school leadership knew which
resources were available and offered support — which was confirmed by teachers.

Theme 2: Example, Belief & Appreciation

Of particular note was during three out of the four interviews with teachers and the group
discussion that the school leadership was mentioned despite the fact that we did not directly ask
about it in our interview schedule. The school leadership was described as “standing behind”
(group discussion, TE 2) inclusion showing a “clearly inclusive attitude” (TE 5). A noteworthy
reaction also came from the school leadership themselves when being asked about challenges:

“These challenges (takes a moment to think) are not perceived by us as challenges. Please,
that should not sound arrogant. I believe we have a good system of support (...) through the
school social worker, collegial exchange (...). And with all the challenges, such as the fact
that experiences of failure occasionally arise (...), we actually see it more as a gift that we
are allowed to teach the [inclusive] students.” (SL)

To regard inclusive students as a “gift” illustrates well the positive attitude which is also
manifested in the language. We conclude that the school leadership sets a good example with their
attitude towards inclusion considering the statements of teachers, e.g. TE 2, TE 5.

Moreover, when the school leadership was asked what the most central factor for success
is their answer was “[t]hat is the attitude, commitment, and competence of the colleagues” (SL),
which clearly highlights the belief of the school leadership in the abilities of their staff with regard
to educational inclusion. We understand this belief (e.g. in competences) as trust of the school
leadership in their staff, which is in line with our data. A teacher confirmed that — in their perspec-
tive — the freedom (e.g. to try new approaches) is a consequence of the trust of the school leadership
that they execute their job well — although we acknowledge that other aspects (e.g. structural free-
dom, appreciation) might be relevant, too. More generally, some teachers highlighted the consid-
erable amount of freedom they perceive although it differed how clearly this was linked to the
school leadership, e.g. “This is how I perceive the school leadership here: they grant us a consid-
erable amount of freedom (...). (...) I feel that I am actually very free in my lesson design and also
allowed to try things out™ (TE 4). As an example, the teacher described e.g. a 15-minute walk with
the students when they felt the students need it.

Furthermore, we acknowledge that the school leadership showed appreciation for the work
of their staff which was clear to the teachers (e.g. the school leadership showed “a highly appre-
ciative attitude towards the work that we (...) do in this section” TE 5). In our opinion, appreciation
is also shown by the school leadership through the time invested, e.g. the person from the senior
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school leadership team we spoke with would also participate in the meetings of the inclusion team,
would join an inclusive class for lunch or be present during an information event. We argue that
this frequent participation of the school leadership is particularly relevant since school leadership
has a high workload (see e.g. Schwanenberg et al., (2018)). Consequently, time appears to be a
scarce and therefore valuable resource. Adding on to this, Landwehr and Steiner (2008) propose
that visits of school leadership in lessons are often seen as a form of appreciation by teachers. We,
however, acknowledge that invested time might also be partially due to the interest of the school
leadership in educational inclusion. With regard to the appreciation of staff, it is also noteworthy,
that a person with a senior work position refers to their staff as colleagues — although this term was
used by the interviewer first. Nevertheless, the school leadership used it frequently, i.e. over 15
times.

In summary we argue, first, that the school leadership was seen as being committed to
inclusion by teachers. Second, we suggest that the school leadership showed a substantial amount
of belief towards teachers (e.g. belief in competences). We interpret this belief also as a form of
trust in teachers resulting, e.g. in the freedom of teachers to explore new approaches. Third, ap-
preciation is given by the school leadership and perceived by the teachers. We propose that it is
also shown via time invested by the school leadership in e.g. team meetings.

Theme 3: Organization & Structure

In the case study school the school leadership stated that shared decision making was com-
mon practice: “All decisions have been made — which is a characteristic of our school development
—(...) in agreement with and backed by the teaching staff* (SL). For instance, the school leadership
asked during a conference for volunteers to join the inclusive prevocational courses and develop a
concept. The teachers confirmed this perspective and highlighted the importance of choice and
attitude, stating: “So, the teachers [participating] must also be those who do it voluntarily and with
enthusiasm. I think you cannot force anyone to take on such work. That is difficult; because you
need the attitude that it [inclusion] is important to you.” (group discussion, TE 2). Adding to this,
when the school leadership recruited the school social worker the work within the inclusive classes
was discussed as part of the application process and welcomed by the social worker (SW, group
discussion). Consequently, the “support system” (e.g. school social work) also has a positive atti-
tude towards inclusion. On a more general note, the school leadership also highlights the im-
portance of reviewing what succeeded and where adjustments are necessary. In our view, this
highlights the dynamic environment of the school.

Another structural component is communication and team meetings. The school leadership
highlighted their uncertainty as to the best structures for educational inclusion — especially at the
start of the extensive inclusive approach they now execute. The school leadership stated: “And
then we had to establish structures. I mentioned the regular meeting[s] earlier. No one really knew
how to handle it (...) best™ (SL). This relates to the theme of uncertainty which we found in our
interviews with teachers, as well (e.g. how to teach “in the right way” in an inclusive class). With
the benefit of their experience, the school leadership in the case study school now describes team
meetings as factor for success:

“We conduct a regular meeting approximately every three weeks, where classic special
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education work is done, such as individual case discussions and conceptual development.
If necessary, one or two additional working meetings may be held between these regular
meetings to prepare for the next one, enabling us to stay very, very close to the students,
observe their development, and initiate corresponding measures” (SL)

These team meetings were described by a teacher during the group discussion as “very,
very important” (TE 3) as fora where solutions are found and options are discussed highlighting
the value of such structures. A further aspect of relevance is communication with the parents of
inclusive students as well as with potential students, e.g. conducting one-on-one conversation with
potential students.

A final aspect to consider from an organizational standpoint is the location of the classroom
for inclusive classes within the school building. The school leadership emphasized during their
interview, that it was important for them where an inclusive class is located. In one specific case,
it was in the center of a sub-unit. The students should not have the experience of being separated
or being made to feel different but on the contrary should be treated as any other class (SL).

Summing up, we found three central aspects on organizational structures. First, both teach-
ers and school leadership outlined the value of shared decisions. One argument brought up was
that the attitude matters a lot with respect of inclusion. Second, teachers and school leadership
highlighted the value of team meetings for educational inclusion. This structure was newly estab-
lished reflecting also how to overcome the uncertainty on how to purposefully design structures
for implementing educational inclusion. Third, also the central location of the classroom for inclu-
sive classes was seen as relevant.

Discussion

The United Nations (2023) Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities noted
concerns towards the German VET system in its observational report of the UN CRPD: “The
Committee 1s concerned about (...) [t]he lack of accessible and inclusive facilities that provide
vocational training and protocols to eliminate discrimination and segregation” (p. 13). Focusing
on a case study approach we analyzed a German vocational school that is on its way to becoming
more inclusive. To answer the research question on the contribution of school leadership in devel-
oping an inclusive vocational school we found three central elements. The first theme focused on
the knowledge of the school leadership on the abilities a teacher needs in inclusive education and
the challenges that might arise which are relevant for implementing educational inclusion. In this
theme also the support of school leadership was emphasized. Theme 2 focused on school leader-
ship as good example as well as the school leadership’s approach of belief in and appreciation of
teachers. The third theme was centered around organizational and structural aspects, including
communication structures.

The Four-Frame-Model — An Analytical Tool for School Leadership and Transformation
We understand Bolman and Deal’s (2017) tool as an analytical framework for school lead-
ership, a lens to better understand school leadership actions. In our analysis the four frames can
also be found: human resources (e.g. appreciation of school leadership for teachers’ work), struc-
tural (e.g. communication structures like team meetings every three weeks), political (e.g. conflict
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between the school and its environment with respect to resources such as school transportation)
and symbolic (e.g. a shared value of inclusion demonstrated e.g. through shared decisions). When
it comes to the results itself, Scheer (2021) notes: “the structural and human resource frames were
the most prevalent (...) across participants” (p. 669). Despite the fact that we did not quantify
results of leadership frames like Scheer (2021) we also noted a particular relevance of the human
resources and structural frame, which can be illustrated with our Themes 2 (“Example, Belief &
Appreciation”) and 3 (“Organization & Structure”) as well as the “support” aspect in Theme 1 that
can also be counted towards a human resources’ perspective according to Bolman and Deal (2017)
when it comes to changing organizations. For a transformative perspective Bolman and Deal
(2017) reframe Kotter’s stages of change with their four analytical lenses: In this transformative
context, components from different frames can also be found. The political frame suggests for
instance to choose “credible, influential” (p. 382) people and it was our analysis clearly outlining
that the school leadership asked for teachers to volunteer. We interpret this, as a way of ensuring
that the teachers chosen supported inclusion and were “credible” for the topic and tasks. We do,
however, acknowledge the aspect of being “influential” on which we do not have sufficient infor-
mation. However, it is noteworthy that the school leadership had clear expectations about the
teachers’ abilities. From a human resources’ perspective, support matters during change. The
school leadership provided this (see in particular Theme 1) which was perceived by teachers, as
well. From a symbolic frame, “[v]isible leadership involvement” (Bolman & Deal, 2017, p. 382)
is one step. We interpret the school leadership’s involvement in aspects of inclusive school life
(e.g. join an inclusive class during lunch) as well as their participation in structural components
(e.g. the school leadership participates in the inclusion team meetings) also as one form of visible
leadership, which relates to the aspect of appreciation in Theme 2, too. From a structural perspec-
tive, Bolman and Deal (2017) highlight the need to establish structures that support transformation.
We understand the team meetings (held every 3 weeks) in the case study school as representing
such a supportive structure since they were seen as places where solutions were found. However,
we would like to emphasize that during the interview the school leadership used the term “we”
with respect to implementing structures. Thus, it could be argued that it was rather a collective
decision. We do not dispute that this might have been the case, however, we would like to note
that this is part of the leadership philosophy (e.g. shared decisions, Theme 3) within the school.

Summing up, not only can the four frames be found in organizing our case study school
but also aspects that we interpret as evidence for the successful transformative efforts towards an
inclusive vocational school. We have argued with exemplified aspects that all frames from a trans-
formative perspective were also found. Acknowledging the multi-dimensional concept, we pro-
pose that the combination of lenses provides a useful contribution towards a better understanding
of the implementation of educational inclusion in vocational schools. Nevertheless, we
acknowledge that these were merely examples from our themes found but not the entire reframed
change stages.

Leadership in Inclusive Schools — Trust and Shared Decisions

In our argument we follow the work of McLeskey and Waldron (2015) who propose that
it is more likely that the teachers build trust towards the school leadership if the school leadership
themselves showed trust, support and participative decision processes towards the teachers.
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Consequently, - first - we understand measures like shared decision making (Theme 3),
appreciation for and belief in teachers work (Theme 2) and support (Theme 1) invested by the
school leadership as reasons why trust between teachers and school leadership was built. As evi-
dence for a well-built relationship, we suggest that despite the fact that interviews with teachers
were one-on-one and we guaranteed anonymity (thus reducing social desirability) no sharp criti-
cism was raised against the school leadership in the case study school. On the contrary the school
leadership was seen as supportive (Theme 1).

Second, however, to better understand the relevance of trust, it is also necessary to see the
uncertainty of teachers. During their interviews, teachers outlined they were not sure, e.g. how to
teach adequately with an inclusive teaching style and expressed a desire for further training. We
interpret this as a “soft spot” where school leadership could potentially criticize staff and could
focus on a — potential — lack of abilities. However, the teachers describe something very different.
The teachers expressed appreciation for the school leadership and in particular one teacher high-
lighted what we would describe as a “safe space to experiment”, e.g. to try new approaches in their
lessons in inclusive classes. We interpret this freedom to explore new approaches as a consequence
of the school leadership’s trust in the teachers’ abilities (see Theme 2). And we further argue that
this freedom is vital for a culture of learning and growing, which in our understanding is relevant
in a change process. The importance of school culture for inclusive institutions can be illustrated
in the work of Booth and Ainscow (2002) that propose in their index for inclusion, establishing
inclusive culture as one of three dimensions.

Third, “[a]s the school is part of a wider society the culture of the school will reflect those
wider societal values® (McMaster, 2015, p. 29). In Germany educational inclusion has been polit-
ically challenged recently and it is the German Federal Government Commissioner for Matters
relating to Persons with Disabilities (2024) stating: “Inclusion requires perseverance, and it seems
that some in Germany are already running out of steam halfway through” (p. 4, own translation).
In the report he uses terms such as “tiredness” (own translation) or that measures have to reach the
people with disabilities and not merely exist on paper. In this environment we believe that support
by school leadership for inclusive efforts matters more than under other circumstances. Conse-
quently, we also propose that is particularly important for school leadership to lead by example.

Summing up, we argue, first, that the school leadership undertook several measures (e.g.
shared decision making) that created trust between the school leadership and teachers. As evidence
for a well-built relationship, we highlight the appreciation by teachers for support from school
leadership and the absence of substantial criticism during interviews. Second, we propose that it
is the trust placed in teachers by the school leadership which contributes towards change. Third,
acknowledging the current “tiredness” of inclusion in Germany we highlight the value of leading
by example.

Limitations

We acknowledge the limitations of a case study approach in respect of transferability or
generalizability since “[e]ducation systems are complex and multifaceted networks, thus the chal-
lenges for their reform and improvement will also be complex” (Rhone, 2018, p. 28). Although
we described a rich context for reasons of anonymity we were obliged to omit certain information
from this description. For instance, the gender or the precise role of the person of the school
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leadership team since there is only a relatively small number of schools engaged in educational
inclusion of disabled learners in a vocational setting. Moreover, it cannot be overlooked that we
did not include a highly important perspective: the one of learners with disability. Unfortunately,

this was not possible in the scope of this project although we acknowledge the relevance of such
data.
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