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Inclusion Sparks – Creating an Inclusive Classroom Culture
Week 1 – What Does an Inclusive Classroom Really Look Like?
Slide 1 “Welcome to Week 1 of our new Creating an Inclusive Classroom Culture series.
Across the next six weeks, we're going to think about inclusion not as something that belongs solely to SEND provision, interventions or particular groups of pupils, but as something that should be visible in the everyday experience of every classroom.
And importantly, this is a conversation for all of us.
Teachers, teaching assistants and leaders all contribute to whether pupils feel able to access learning, participate and genuinely belong.
Today, we're beginning with what sounds like a simple question:
What does an inclusive classroom really look like?
Because inclusion is about much more than a pupil simply being physically present in the room.
A pupil can sit in the same classroom, complete work alongside everybody else and still experience significant barriers to participation and belonging.
So throughout today's session, we're going to look beyond:
‘Is this pupil included?’
and begin asking:
‘What is this pupil actually experiencing in our classroom?’
That's a much more powerful starting point.”

Slide 2 – Safeguarding Spark
“Let's begin, as always, with our Safeguarding Spark.
Today's scenario is:
A pupil regularly asks to stay inside at breaktime and offers to help the teacher rather than going outside.
What might this behaviour be communicating?
And what would you do next?
At first glance, this could seem quite positive.
Perhaps we think:
‘They just like helping.’
‘They prefer spending time with adults.’
Or:
‘They're not particularly interested in playing outside.’
And any of those things could be true.
But safeguarding requires us to remain professionally curious.
Why does this pupil regularly want to avoid breaktime?
What is different about that part of their day?
Are they avoiding somebody?
Are friendships difficult?
Is the playground overwhelming?
Has this behaviour changed?
We don't need to immediately assume something is wrong.
But equally, we shouldn't dismiss a repeated change or pattern simply because there may be an innocent explanation.”

Slide 3 – Safeguarding Spark: Reflection
“The important message here is:
Don't assume the pupil simply prefers being indoors.
Their behaviour could be communicating friendship difficulties, bullying, anxiety, sensory overwhelm or another concern.
So what should we do?
Speak with the pupil sensitively and without using leading questions.
Notice patterns or changes in their behaviour.
Share relevant concerns through the school's safeguarding procedures.
And think about what might help the pupil feel safer and more included during less structured parts of the day.
That final point links directly with today's inclusion focus.
Inclusion isn't only about what happens during maths or English.
Breaktimes, lunchtimes, transitions, clubs, assemblies and social times are all part of a pupil's experience of school.
A child may appear completely included during lessons but feel deeply excluded on the playground.
So remember the final message:
Small changes in behaviour can sometimes tell us something important.
Our job is to notice.”

Slide 4 – The Journey
“This slide shows where we're heading over the next six weeks.
Today we're asking:
What does an inclusive classroom really look like?
Next week, we'll explore high expectations for every learner.
Week 3 looks at removing barriers before they appear.
Week 4 focuses on belonging, relationships and participation.
Week 5 explores universal strategies that benefit everyone.
And finally, Week 6 gives us an opportunity to reflect on our own inclusive practice.
Across the whole series, our aim is to make one important shift:
from thinking about inclusion as additional support towards seeing it as part of everyday classroom practice.
That's really important.
Inclusion isn't simply what happens when we identify a pupil who needs something different.
It's also what we design into our classrooms before anybody struggles.
And throughout the series, we'll keep thinking about the small decisions all adults make that contribute to that.”

Slide 5 – By the End of This Spark...
“By the end of today's Spark, there are five things we're aiming to achieve.
Firstly, understand what we mean by an inclusive classroom culture.
Secondly, recognise the difference between presence, participation and belonging.
Thirdly, identify features of classroom practice that promote inclusion.
Fourthly, begin noticing potential barriers within our own classrooms.
And finally, identify one small tweak that could strengthen inclusion this week.
That final point matters.
We're not going to finish today by trying to redesign everything.
That's not how sustainable improvement usually happens.
Instead, we're going to notice something.
Choose something.
Change something small.
And then see what happens.
Because sometimes the biggest improvement in a pupil's experience comes from a very small adjustment in adult practice.”

Slide 6 – Inclusion Is More Than Being in the Room
“This is our first important distinction:
A pupil can be physically present in a classroom without being genuinely included.
To help us think about that, consider three ideas.
First:
Presence.
Is the pupil learning alongside their peers?
Then:
Participation.
Can they meaningfully access and contribute to the learning?
And finally:
Belonging.
Do they feel valued as a genuine member of the class?
A pupil could technically be present every day but rarely contribute to discussion.
They might always work separately with an adult.
They might never be chosen for leadership roles.
Perhaps their work is consistently different from everybody else's.
Maybe they are physically in the classroom but experience themselves as being on the edge of it.
So discuss the question on the slide:
Can you think of a pupil who is present but may not always be fully participating?
And then go one step further:
What is preventing that participation?
That question begins to move us from noticing the pupil towards noticing the environment.”

Slide 7 – What Might an Inclusive Classroom Look Like?
“So what might we actually see in an inclusive classroom?
Firstly:
Difference is expected rather than treated as an exception.
We expect pupils to learn differently, communicate differently, process differently and need different levels of support.
Secondly:
All pupils experience ambitious teaching.
Inclusion should not become a reason to lower expectations.
Support should enable pupils to participate rather than create unnecessary separation.
Pupils should know that mistakes are a normal part of learning.
Routines should be predictable and accessible.
Pupils should see themselves represented and valued.
Adults should actively notice and remove barriers.
And independence should be developed rather than support automatically becoming permanent.
The final sentence on the slide brings all of that together:
Inclusion is woven through everyday practice – not added afterwards.
That's the mindset we're trying to develop across this series.
Not:
‘This pupil can't access what we've planned, so what can we bolt on?’
But increasingly:
‘How can we design our everyday practice so more pupils can access it from the beginning?’”

Slide 8 – Equality or Equity?
“Now let's think about equality and equity.
Equality means:
everyone receives the same thing.
Equity means:
everyone receives what they need to access the same opportunities.
Those two ideas can sometimes become confused.
Treating pupils fairly does not always mean treating every pupil identically.
Take the example on the slide.
Every pupil is expected to independently copy a learning objective from the board.
That appears equal.
Everybody is doing exactly the same thing.
But what barriers might that create for a pupil with dyslexia?
Visual difficulties?
Fine-motor difficulties?
Attention difficulties?
Or slower processing?
Perhaps the actual learning has nothing whatsoever to do with copying from the board.
Yet for some pupils, that's where a disproportionate amount of their cognitive effort goes.
So inclusive practice asks:
What is the purpose of this task, and does every pupil need to access it in exactly the same way?
That's a useful question far beyond this particular example.
What are we actually trying to teach?
And which parts of the activity are essential to that learning?”

Slide 9 – Start With the Environment, Not the Child
“This slide introduces one of the most powerful mindset shifts in the whole series.
When a pupil struggles, our first question can easily become:
‘What is wrong?’
Inclusive practice encourages us to begin somewhere different:
‘What might be getting in the way?’
That doesn't mean individual needs aren't important.
Of course they are.
But it encourages us to look beyond the child and consider the environment around them.
The barrier might be within:
the instructions,
the vocabulary,
classroom routines,
sensory demands,
resources,
task design,
relationships,
expectations,
the physical environment,
or opportunities to participate.
Imagine a pupil repeatedly doesn't begin work after whole-class instructions.
We could think:
‘They weren't listening again.’
Or we could ask:
‘Were the instructions accessible?’
‘Were there too many steps?’
‘Could they see what they needed to do?’
‘Would a visual reminder help?’
That's the shift on this slide:
from:
‘Why can't this pupil do this?’
to:
‘What could we change to make success more likely?’
That one question can completely change the response.”

Slide 10 – Same Destination, Different Routes
“Inclusion does not mean lowering expectations.
This is really important.
The example on the slide gives us the learning goal:
‘Explain how a character's feelings change throughout the story.’
Now imagine the different ways pupils might reach that goal.
One pupil might write independently.
Another might use sentence stems.
Another might discuss their thinking before writing.
Someone may use a vocabulary bank.
Another pupil might record their response.
Someone might use symbols or visuals to organise ideas.
And another may need targeted adult prompts.
What's important?
The learning remains ambitious.
The route towards it can be flexible.
That's very different from simply giving one pupil an easier learning goal.
So discuss:
When might providing exactly the same task actually make learning less inclusive?
Sometimes flexibility isn't lowering the bar.
It's removing something irrelevant that was preventing the pupil from reaching it.”

Slide 11 – The Language of Belonging
“Now let's think about something incredibly small but incredibly powerful:
our language.
Small interactions repeatedly communicate one of two messages:
‘You belong here.’
Or:
‘This classroom wasn't really designed for you.’
Consider these examples.
‘I've made an easier sheet for you.’
Compare that with:
‘I've given you something that will help you get started.’
Or:
‘You won't be able to do this bit.’
compared with:
‘Let's think about what will help you access this.’
And:
‘My low group...’
compared with:
‘This group is working with me today.’
The practical support may sometimes be similar.
But the message communicated to the pupil is very different.
Our language shapes pupils' perceptions of themselves as learners.
Over time, children hear the stories adults tell about them.
‘You're someone who struggles.’
‘You're someone who needs easier work.’
‘You're one of the low children.’
Or:
‘You're a learner who can succeed, and we're going to find the right support to help you do that.’
Belonging is built through those repeated moments.”

Slide 12 – Participation Matters
“Now let's look beyond access and ask:
Who actually gets to participate?
Think beyond the pupils who willingly put their hands up.
Who regularly answers questions?
Works with different peers?
Takes leadership roles?
Contributes to discussions?
Represents the class?
Receives positive recognition?
Has their ideas built upon?
And experiences success publicly?
This is such a useful inclusion audit.
Because opportunities can technically be available to everybody while, in reality, the same pupils access them again and again.
Perhaps the confident speakers dominate discussion.
Perhaps certain pupils are rarely given leadership responsibilities.
Maybe a child receiving significant adult support almost always works with that adult rather than with peers.
The slide gives us an important principle:
An inclusive classroom does not simply offer opportunities. It notices who is – and isn't – accessing them.
So inclusion requires us to notice patterns.
Not simply:
‘Do we offer this?’
But:
‘Who actually experiences it?’”

Slide 13 – Inclusion Through a Pupil’s Eyes
“This slide asks us to change perspective.
Imagine walking into your classroom as a pupil who finds learning difficult.
Would you know:
what is happening?
what you're expected to do?
where to find help?
Would you know that making mistakes is safe?
That adults believe you can succeed?
That your contribution matters?
That support is available without embarrassment?
And that you genuinely belong?
These are incredibly powerful questions because inclusion can look very different from the pupil's side of the desk.
We may think our classroom routines are obvious.
The pupil may find them unpredictable.
We may think help is always available.
The pupil may feel embarrassed asking for it.
We may believe we have high expectations.
The pupil may notice that we rarely ask them challenging questions.
So take the reflection question seriously:
Which of these would every pupil in your classroom confidently answer yes to?
Not which ones would we answer yes to.
Which ones would they?”

Slide 14 – Spark Forward: One Small Tweak This Week
“Now we come to our Spark Forward.
And, as always, we're keeping it manageable.
Choose one pupil who may experience barriers to participation.
But here's the important part:
Don't begin by changing the pupil.
Instead, observe.
When do they participate most successfully?
When do they participate least?
What seems to change between those moments?
Perhaps they're successful when instructions are visually available.
Perhaps they contribute more when they've had time to rehearse an answer with a partner.
Maybe they become disengaged during long periods of teacher talk.
Perhaps they work confidently with peers but become passive when an adult sits beside them.
Don't immediately try to fix anything.
First, notice the pattern.
Then make one small adjustment to:
the environment,
the routine,
the instruction,
or the resource.
And next week, ask:
‘Did my change make participation easier?’
That's it.
One pupil.
One barrier.
One adjustment.
Then observe the impact.
Small steps. Stronger practice.”

Slide 15 – Research & Evidence
“Today's session is grounded in evidence and guidance around inclusive practice, including the EEF's Special Educational Needs in Mainstream Schools guidance, its Five-a-Day SEND guidance and SEND Evidence Review, alongside the DfE SEND Code of Practice.
Across today's Spark, we've used that evidence to think about inclusion as an everyday classroom responsibility.
Not simply:
‘What additional support does this pupil need?’
But also:
‘What barriers exist within the way we've designed the learning?’
That's a subtle but important shift.
It doesn't remove the need for targeted or individualised support.
But it ensures that our first response isn't always to change the pupil, separate the pupil or lower the expectation.
Sometimes the most inclusive intervention is a change to everyday classroom practice.”

Slide 16 – Final Reflection
“I want to finish with the message on the final slide:
Inclusion is not a place, group or intervention.
It is the everyday experience we create for pupils.
And before your next lesson, there's one question I'd like you to carry with you:
‘Who might find it hardest to access, participate or feel successful in this lesson – and what can I change before they arrive?’
Notice that we're asking the question before the pupil struggles.
That's important.
We're beginning to anticipate barriers rather than waiting for failure and then responding to it.
And the answer doesn't have to be something huge.
Maybe I need to change how I give the instructions.
Perhaps I'll provide the vocabulary in advance.
Maybe I'll deliberately plan who gets asked a question.
Perhaps I'll make sure a resource is available to everybody rather than only giving it to one pupil after they struggle.
Maybe I'll rethink the way groups are organised.
One small decision can change how a pupil experiences an entire lesson.
And that's the message I'd like us to take from Week 1:
Creating an inclusive culture isn't about making everything easier.
It's about making success possible.
So this week, notice.
Notice who participates.
Notice who doesn't.
Notice where barriers appear.
And rather than immediately asking:
‘What's wrong with this pupil?’
try asking:
‘What could we change?’
Because an inclusive classroom isn't one where every pupil gets exactly the same thing.
It's one where every pupil knows:
I am part of this class.
I am expected to learn.
I can participate.
I can get help without feeling different.
And the adults here believe I can succeed.
That's what an inclusive classroom really looks like.”
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SMALL STEPS, STRONGER PRACTICE!




