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Abstract 
 

 

The main purpose of this study was to examine shadow teachers’ experiences and to explore 

the factors influencing the implementation of inclusive practices in Singaporean schools. In 

particular, the factors under investigation in this study were child characteristics, teacher 

characteristics (such as awareness and knowledge about inclusive practices, background & 

training, attitudes towards inclusion, as well as understanding and perception of role) and 

collaboration with mainstream teachers, parents and other important parties.  

 

A qualitative research approach based on semi-structured interviews was employed. Six 

shadow teachers participated in the study and the data was analysed with a hermeneutic 

approach. 

 

The findings indicated that insufficient collaboration (in particular with the mainstream 

teachers and the school) negatively impacted the success of inclusive practices. Another 

factor that was found to have a large impact on the implementation of inclusive practices was 

a lack of awareness and knowledge. Data from the study indicated that most of the factors 

were interdependent and worked hand-in-hand to contribute to the success or failure of 

inclusive policies. Other challenges which emerged from the data were teacher responsibility, 

tension among authority figures, and large class sizes posing a barrier to inclusion. 

 

It was suggested that raising awareness and provided training to teachers and schools would 

greatly aid the process of moving towards more inclusive schools. Teachers need to be 

persuaded that inclusion is beneficial to all pupils. Schools would also benefit from an 

increase in manpower (teachers and special needs personnel) and smaller class sizes. 
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1 Introduction 
 

1.1 Introduction 
 

Inclusion has been a priority for schools in countries all over the world (see: the Jomtien 

declaration, 1990; the Salamanca Statement, 1994; the Dakar framework, 2000). In 

Singapore, where the education system is competitive and rigorous (OECD, 2011), and where 

the mindset of the general population is achievement-oriented (Bedlington, 1978), the 

challenges to attaining inclusive schools are many. In addition, Singapore is the third most 

densely populated country in the world (approximately 7, 697 people/km2)(Government of 

Singapore, 2015), and although the pupil-teacher ratio in primary schools is 17, the actual 

class size in a school could be as high as 30 to 40 pupils (Liang, 2012; Leong, 2014). This is 

a stark contrast to countries like Norway, Iceland and Luxembourg, where the pupil-teacher 

ratio is less than 11, and average class sizes are less than 20 (OECD, 2013). 

 

Given the large class sizes, and high pupil-teacher ratio, it is not always possible for all pupils 

with special needs in mainstream schools to get the specialized attention that they need. 

Despite having some teachers trained in special education and special needs educators in 

almost every school (in Singapore, the term used is Allied Educators (Learning and 

Behavioural Support)) (MOE, 2014), there is still a lack of manpower and expertise to 

achieve full inclusion, and it is not uncommon to take the child out of the classroom for 

individual sessions with the special needs educator (Yeo, Chong, Neihart & Huan, 2014). In 

recent years however, there has been a newly emerging trend in Singapore; parents have 

started to hire shadow teachers to assist their children in adapting to mainstream classrooms 

(Chia, 2013). These shadow teachers assist the children in assimilating into mainstream 

schools by improving the children’s behaviour and interaction with teachers and other pupils, 

providing guidance and feedback, as well as fostering independence (Nurture Pods, 2014; 

Milestones, 2013).  
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1.2 Purpose Statement and Research Questions 
 

I am intrigued by this new phenomenon of hiring shadow teachers and the fact that this new 

private industry is thriving. I would like to investigate if shadow teachers, on top of helping 

the pupils assimilate into mainstream schools, simultaneously contribute towards the goal of 

inclusive schools and to examine the factors that influence inclusion.  

 

1.2.1 Research Question & Sub-questions 
 

The main research question of this study is: what are the factors affecting the success of 

shadow teachers in contributing towards inclusive practices in Singaporean schools? 

 

The following sub-questions were raised to further investigate this issue: 

1) Do child characteristics affect the quality of inclusion a child receives? 

2) Do teacher characteristics impact the implementation of inclusive practices? 

3) How important is collaboration in the journey towards an inclusive school? 

 

The focus of this study will be shadow teachers and their experiences, and the questions will 

be examined from their perspective. 

 

1.3 Definition of key terms 
 

The following terms are defined for the context in which they are used in this study: 

 

Shadow teacher: A shadow teacher is an educational professional who assists a child with 

special educational needs in a mainstream school environment in order to help them function 

independently and successfully (Shadow Advantage, 2014; Milestones, 2013). These teachers 

are qualified to guide and assist children with a variety of learning disabilities. Most of them 

generally have a background in teaching, psychology, early intervention and/or special needs 

education and have undergone further training provided by the shadow teaching companies to 

improve their competency as shadow teachers. They attend courses and workshops about the 
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different learning disabilities and difficulties, and learn strategies to meet the diverse needs of 

children (Nurture Pods, 2014). In Singapore, these shadow teachers are hired by the child’s 

parents so as to meet his/her special educational needs in the mainstream classroom (Chia, 

2013). 

 

Inclusion: Inclusion is defined as a dynamic process, which encompasses the transformation 

of education systems, cultures and practices ‘in celebration of diversity’ (Barton & 

Armstrong, 2007, p.5). This entails making modifications to the environment as well as the 

curriculum, teachers modifying their teaching strategies and involved parties working hand-

in-hand in order to respond to the diverse needs of pupils (UNESCO, 2005; Rose, 2000). 

 

Mainstream Teacher: In this study, mainstream teachers refer to the teachers who work in 

mainstream classrooms in general education – and with whom the shadow teachers work 

with. 

 

Special Needs Assistant (SNA) and Teaching Assistant (TA):  SNAs and TAs are support 

staff who have a number of roles in the classroom, ranging from supporting the teacher to 

helping pupils with special needs with classroom activities and other aspects of school life 

(Groom & Rose, 2005). 

 

Shadow teachers and teaching assistants have fairly similar job descriptions; the main 

difference being that shadow teachers are usually formally trained and they are hired by the 

parents instead of the school (in Singapore) while teaching assistants are usually hired by the 

schools, and depending on the availability of personnel, may be trained or untrained. The 

literature review in this study will thus also include literature about SNAs and TAs. 

 

1.4 Significance of the Study 
 

As shadow teachers are a relatively new phenomenon in Singapore, it is useful to acquire 

information about their experiences and to examine what is required for successful inclusive 

practices, given the emphasis on special education and the importance of inclusion in recent 

years (Lindsay, 2007; Clark, 1999; UNESCO, 2005).   
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Information in this study could be useful for improving the quality of shadow teaching 

services and to identify any challenges they might be facing. Currently very little literature 

exists regarding shadow teachers in Singapore (or elsewhere in the world) and any additional 

knowledge would be beneficial to the field.  

 

Additionally, this study may hopefully raise awareness about inclusion and inclusive 

practices in Singapore, and mainstream teachers and shadow teachers may be inspired to 

reassess their understanding and commitment to the concept of inclusive education. 

 

1.5 Scope of the Study 
 

This study is limited to shadows’ teachers perspectives and experiences regarding inclusive 

education. Due to the time and space constraints, other important elements, which could have 

been very beneficial to the study (such as interviews of mainstream teachers who have 

worked with shadow teachers and observations of the interaction between shadow teachers 

and mainstream teachers) were not included.  

 

With regards to inclusion and inclusive education, while I would consider inclusion as an 

expansive notion that applies to all children (and adults) and is not restricted to the sphere of 

disability alone, this study focuses only on children with learning difficulties in a school 

setting. 

 

I would also like to acknowledge that there could be a shift in the level of awareness, 

understanding and knowledge of the participants since the interview was carried out. This 

study gives an account of the circumstances at the time of the interview and before. 

 

The growing body of literature dealing with inclusion and shadow teachers will serve as a 

background for this study. I will also refer to literature about teaching supports, and teaching 

assistants, due to the lack of literature written about shadow teachers specifically.  

 

1.6 Structure of the Thesis 
 

The thesis consists of six chapters. 
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Chapter 1 provides an introduction to the study by presenting the aims, research questions, 

definition of key terms as well as the significance and scope of this study. 

 

Chapter 2 shares some background information regarding inclusion, the education system in 

Singapore and shadow teaching. It goes on to set a theoretical perspective for the rest of the 

paper. 

 

Chapter 3 explains and describes the methodology used and walks us through the process of 

data collection and analysis. Reliability, validity and ethical considerations will also be 

discussed. 

 

Chapter 4 presents the results that emerged from the data in categories and themes to 

facilitate a better understanding of the big picture. 

 

Chapter 5 discusses the findings while referring to the relevant literature. The second part of 

Chapter 5 provides a summary of key findings and presents a discussion of inclusion in 

Singaporean schools. 

 

Chapter 6 concludes the thesis by discussing the implications, limitations of the study, and 

potential for future research. 
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2 Theoretical Framework 
 

2.1 Introduction 
 

This chapter discusses the theoretical framework that provides a contextual background for 

this paper. The definition of inclusion (2.2) will be revisited, and so will the education system 

(2.3) and shadow teaching (2.4) in Singapore. Most importantly, the factors influencing 

successful inclusion will be examined (2.5) to lay the theoretical groundwork for this study. 

 

2.2 Inclusion 
 

There has been and continues to be plenty of literature being written about inclusion. In spite 

of that, there exists a moderate amount of ambiguity with regard to its definition (Farrell & 

Ainscow, 2002). The consensus is that the concept of inclusion is based on the fact that all 

students are different in multiple ways (not limited to disability), and in order to 

accommodate their learning needs, schools need to innovate and modify their policies and 

practices (Sharma, Loreman & Forlin, 2012). The inclusive movement acknowledges and 

respects diversity, and proposes that education structures, systems and methodologies meet 

the needs of all children; as opposed to children striving to fit into existing structures 

(Ballard, 1999). It is a dynamic process that is part of a broader approach to achieve an 

inclusive society (EENET, 1998; Barton & Armstrong, 2007). 

 

The philosophy of inclusion was first articulated by UNESCO in the Salamanca Statement 

(UNESCO, 1994), which states:  

 

Regular schools with this inclusive orientation are the most effective measures of combating 

discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming communities, building an inclusive 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. (Section 2, p. ix)  
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The Salamanca Statement, as well as other international developments such as the United 

Nations Resolution of Education for All by 2015 (UNESCO, 1997) endorsed the inclusion 

movement and paved the way for relevant policy developments in other countries (Egelund, 

2000; Meijer, 1998; Norwich, 2000) (as cited in Farrell, 2004).  

 

These developments heightened the importance of teaching assistants and other special needs 

personnel so as to move towards the greater goal of inclusion, as well as to ensure that 

children are placed in the least restrictive environment (Lindsay, 2007). Farrell (2004) 

endorses a school-related concept of inclusion, containing four elements: presence, 

acceptance, participation and achievement, as he emphasizes: ‘It is not, for example, 

sufficient for children to simply be present in a school’ (p. 8). They would also have to be 

welcomed and accepted by the school, actively participate and contribute to the learning 

community in which they belong, and develop positive views of themselves. Inclusion is 

therefore, contingent on many aspects and factors, and requires influential parties (schools, 

governments, communities, local authorities) to help diminish the barriers to participation 

and learning for all pupils (Booth & Ainscow, 1998). 

 

In this study, Farrell’s (2004) four elements of inclusion will be used as a metric to define 

successful inclusion. 

 

2.3 The Education System in Singapore 
 

This study needs to be understood in the local context of the Singaporean academic system – 

its practices, culture and challenges. Compared to other countries like the United States, the 

United Kingdom and Norway, Singapore’s experience is unique in that there is presently no 

legislation that mandates inclusive educational practices for children with special needs 

although primary schools have adopted inclusive practices since 2005 (Yeo et al., 2014). This 

implies that requests from pupils with special needs are subject to approval on a case-by-case 

basis (SPD, 2014). This is not to say that inclusion is not being embraced in Singapore. 

Although children with special needs attended separate special schools from the early 1960s 

all the way to 2004, the period from 2005 until the present has seen great improvements 

regarding the allocation of resources and funding, and the provision of teacher training with 

regards to special education (Poon, Musti-Rao, & Wettasinghe, 2013). In the past decade or 
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so, the Ministry of Education (MOE) has invested considerable resources towards training 

teachers and special education personnel and providing infrastructure and resources to move 

towards the goal of inclusive schools (Lim, 2011). For example, all primary schools have 

been staffed with at least one Allied Educator (Learning and Behavioural Support) and at 

least 10% of the teachers in each school are trained in Special Needs (MOE, 2014). Most 

schools are also equipped with facilities or programmes to cater to pupils with visual, 

auditory or physical disabilities. In addition, despite the lack of legislation regarding special 

needs education, all mainstream schools are expected to follow the same regulation, enforced 

by the MOE, stipulating that every child must be freely accepted within mainstream schools 

regardless of race, religion and learning ability. Consequently, all children with special needs, 

no matter their diagnosis, must be allowed to attend a mainstream school, even if their needs 

could be more appropriately met in a special school.  

 

Challenges towards Inclusion in Singapore 

 

Yeo at al. (2014) state it very aptly, ‘Singapore is an interesting departure given the history 

of segregated special needs education for children dating from the 1960s, and a sophisticated 

legal system for which a mandate for inclusion is absent’ (p. 2). Consequently, the road to 

achieving inclusion is fraught with many obstacles.  

 

Two of the biggest obstacles would be the lack of mainstream teachers who are trained in 

special needs and a general lack of exposure and awareness about inclusive education (Yeo et 

al, 2014). On top of that, the Singaporean education system is competitive and rigorous, and 

schools (as well as the general population) are extremely concerned with school rankings and 

academic achievements (OECD, 2011; Bedlington, 1978). This means that mainstream 

teachers are often under immense pressure to ensure that their pupils achieve a high level of 

academic performance. This poses a dilemma for mainstream teachers. Should they strive to 

achieve academic results or make adaptations to the curriculum that may result in the 

compromising of academic achievements (Ang, 2005)? This is similar in the United 

Kingdom, where schools are asked to raise academic standards while simultaneously being 

required to develop more inclusive practices (Farrell, 2004). These competing priorities prove 

a challenge for schools to achieve full inclusion (Evans & Lunt, 2002). 
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2.4 Shadow Teaching 
 

It has been established that shadow teachers are skilled educators who work alongside the 

teacher in the classroom to provide academic, social, behavioural and emotional support to 

students with learning difficulties. They help their students adapt to the school climate and 

implement strategies that are fundamental for development (ACS Athens, 2014).  

 

The shadow teacher provides additional support throughout the school day, both 

academically and psychologically, and fills in the gaps that exist in the learning process. 

He/she ensures that the pupil stays focused and participates in the classroom, helps the pupil 

with learning tasks and promotes interactions (Milestones, 2013). Ultimately, he/she helps 

the student build self-confidence as well as develop academic and social skills (ACS Athens, 

2014). At the same time, shadow teachers are akin to a coach, intervening only when 

necessary. They are trained to identify opportunities for the pupil to learn to adapt to and face 

the challenges in his/her environment – all the time conscious of situations that require their 

assistance (Milestones Education, 2013). This “only when needed” principle allows the 

pupils to receive guidance when needed, while training them to be independent learners. 

When shadow teachers feel that the pupil is ready to be independent, they gradually decrease 

the amount to help they provide until the pupil is ready to be on his own. This process is 

referred to as ‘fading’ (Milestones Education, 2013). 

 

A shadow teacher's services are very beneficial and can improve the child's quality of 

learning and overall classroom experience. These experts help the child focus, communicate, 

participate in class, socialize and learn to be independent. Dr Noel Chia, assistant professor 

from the Early Childhood and Special Needs Academic Group at the National Institute of 

Education goes so far as to say that ‘although classroom teachers are instrumental, they may 

not have the training that a qualified shadow teacher has’ (cited in Chia, 2013). 

 

From the literature, it is unclear if the task of the shadow teacher is to aid in inclusive efforts. 

One might argue that the focus on the individual child and helping him or her to adapt to the 

typical classroom is reminiscent of the good old days of integration, where the focus was on 

ensuring that the child fit into existing norms (Thomas, Walker & Webb, 2005). However, 

shadow teachers serve to enable the child to participate in classroom activities and interact 
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better with teachers and classmates, as well as to contribute to the learning environment in 

which he or she belongs. These aspects are characteristic of inclusion (Farrell, 2004). 

 

2.5 Factors Influencing the Success of Inclusive Practices 
 

Shadow teachers can be said to contribute towards inclusion in two main ways: 

 

1) Shadow teachers help the child to perform, belong, interact & participate better, 

thereby contributing to the different aspects of inclusion (Farrell, 2004) and 

simultaneously aiding the environment to be more inclusive. 

 

2) Collaboration with the mainstream teacher merges expertise and raises awareness 

about inclusion. This helps the teacher to shape the environment more suitably, and 

supports the school to foster and sustain inclusive practices. 

 

Based on the premise that shadow teachers do contribute towards inclusion, it would be 

useful to investigate the factors which predict the success of inclusive practices. Merely 

increasing personnel and support services to mainstream schools is inadequate to achieve 

effective and apt inclusive education (Armstrong, 2011); it is the quality of inclusion that is 

of importance. It is therefore important to realize that both external environmental factors as 

well as internal factors like child and teacher characteristics play a role in determining how 

well inclusive practices succeed. Child characteristics refer to internal factors in the child, 

while teacher characteristics refer to teacher background, knowledge and awareness, as well 

as teacher attitudes and role perception. External factors comprise of collaborative and 

planning practices, and support from the school and other important parties. Impeding factors 

which serve as challenges towards inclusion will also be examined. 

 

2.5.1 Child Characteristics: Internal Factors in the Child 
 

It has been proven that children who are uncooperative and with many behavioural problems 

present an obstacle to inclusive practices (Mesibov & Shea 1996; Odom 2000; Yianni-

Coudurier et al., 2008). This also implies that the reverse is true; the better the child is 

functioning, the easier it is for the environment to be inclusive (Ho, 1997).  
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Internal factors in the child such as personality, behaviour, language and academic skills, etc, 

play a part in the quality of inclusion that he or she receives. Yianni-Coudurier et al. (2008) 

conducted a study to find out which characteristics of children with autism would influence 

their inclusion in regular classrooms and they discovered that the success of inclusive 

practices increased with age and daily-living-skill level but decreased when autistic 

symptoms or aberrant behaviors were more severe. Other studies have also concluded that 

children who are the most independent and with the fewest behavioral disorders, are the ones 

who are included in mainstream classrooms (Mesibov & Shea 1996; Odom 2000) while those 

with deviant behaviors such as irritability and uncooperativeness were excluded more. Eves 

and Ho (1997) further postulate that improving these behaviours was a reliable method to 

promote inclusion. For example, social skills training has been highly recommended as an 

effective instrument towards inclusion and social acceptance (Merrell and Gimpel 1998).  

 

Stoutjesdijk, Scholte, and Swaab (2012) assert that academic performance has an impact on 

the success of inclusive practices. They further supported their findings by explaining that 

academic difficulties and underachievement are often ‘found to coincide with behavioural 

problems (Handwerk & Marshall, 1998; McConaughy & Mattison, 1994; Reid et al., 2004)’ 

(p. 99) which may lead to these pupils being placed in less inclusive settings.  

 

Naess & Engevik’s (2014) study showed that children’s expressive language skills was an 

important factor determining the quality of inclusion because ‘difficulties – of  varying 

degrees – found in this area may affect the children’s opportunities to exercise agency and 

influence their environment (Ahearn, 2001), which are crucial aspects of classroom inclusion 

(Farrell, 2004; Haug & Backmann, 2006)’ (p. 4). 

 

It is hence apparent that child characteristics affect their ability to participate, interact and 

shape their environment, thereby either hindering or supporting inclusive efforts. 
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2.5.2 Teacher Characteristics 
 

There are a multitude of teacher characteristics that affect the teacher’s ability to effectively 

teach a child with special needs. These characteristics include personal background factors 

such as family history, financial background, educational background and career experience. 

Other teacher attributes include competency, teaching styles, patience, creativity, ability to 

nurture, self-efficacy in teaching, awareness towards inclusive practices and so forth. Due to 

the limited scope of this paper, this research will focus on the following characteristics: 

teacher awareness and knowledge about inclusive practices, background & training, attitudes 

towards inclusion, as well as understanding and perception of role. 

 

Teacher Awareness and Knowledge About Inclusive Practices 

 

The first prerequisite is that both mainstream and shadow teachers should have awareness 

regarding inclusive practices (Pivik, McComas, & Laflamme, 2002). Given that inclusion is a 

relatively new phenomenon in Singapore (Yeo et al, 2014), it cannot be taken for granted that 

all teachers know what inclusion entails and what it requires. The first step to achieving 

inclusion is contingent on the premise that the people who are responsible for implementing 

it even know about it in the first place. The success or failure of a policy hinges on how 

teachers interpret and understand the concept as that affects its execution (Barton & 

Armstrong, 2007). 

 

Ideally, both the mainstream teacher and the shadow teacher should be aware about inclusion, 

and work towards making the environment inclusive for the pupils. Another advantage would 

be that due to the shadow teacher’s presence and influence, the mainstream teacher would 

have more awareness about inclusion, and would take better care in ensuring that he/she 

establishes an inclusive environment for the pupils.  

 

In addition to awareness about inclusive practices, knowledge is also required to effectively 

implement these practices, as skills and ideas are required to make adaptations to meet 

individual needs (Florian, 2000). Teachers also need to be adept at utilising a variety of 

innovative and flexible teaching strategies so as to accommodate pupils with diverse needs 

(Armstrong, 2011). 
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Teacher Background and Training 

 

Dickens-Smith (1995) concluded that staff development is the key to the success of inclusion 

while Florian (2000) endorses that training and support are necessary for teachers to 

undertake the new roles and responsibilities associated with inclusive education. While 

shadow teachers go about their jobs, it is indisputable that their educational background and 

training serves as a backdrop and helping hand and influences how well they manage to carry 

out their duties. 

 

Another reason that educational background and training is so important is the fact that 

knowledge about special education and training is also an important factor in improving 

teachers’ attitudes towards the implementation of inclusive practices. Beh-Pajooh (1992), 

Dickens-Smith (1995) and Shimman (1990) found that teachers who had been trained to 

teach students with learning difficulties expressed more favourable attitudes and emotional 

reactions to students with special needs than did those who had no such training. It also goes 

without saying that the teachers with more training and thus competence in special education 

would have more favourable attitudes than those with less training. 

 

Teacher Attitudes Towards Inclusion 

 

Teacher attitudes and perception play a big role in contributing towards the success of 

inclusive practices in view of the fact that teachers are the ones who have the major 

responsibility for implementing them. It has been argued that teachers’ beliefs and attitudes 

are integral in ensuring the success of inclusive practices, as teachers’ acceptance and support 

(or lack thereof) for inclusion is likely to affect their commitment to implementing it 

(Norwich, 1994).  It is thus crucial that both the mainstream and shadow teachers have 

positive attitudes towards inclusion, as the success of inclusive policies hinges upon the 

commitment and cooperation of those most directly involved (Avramidis, Bayliss, & Burden, 

2000). Teachers (both mainstream and shadow) with supportive attitudes towards inclusion 

would be expected to welcome pupils with special needs into their classes and take 

responsibility in creating environments that are conducive to their learning.  
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Understanding and Perception of Role 

 

Bronfenbrenner (1979) argues that ‘roles have magic like power to alter how a person is 

treated, how she acts, what she does and thereby even what she thinks and feels. The 

principle applies not only to the developing person but to the others in her world’ (p. 6).  It is 

therefore evident that for a shadow teacher or teaching assistant to do his or her job well, he 

or she needs to first understand what his or her role is and where his or her responsibilities 

lie. Clearly defined roles and responsibilities have been linked to beneficial outcomes such as 

job performance, satisfaction and commitment (Dierdorff and Morgenson, 2007). Lorenz 

(1998) additionally recommended that the teaching assistants should be involved in the 

process of formulating their job descriptions. 

 

Balshaw and Farrell (2002) affirm that ‘having clear job descriptions that can be applied 

within a flexible framework is one of the cornerstones of effective work of teaching 

assistants’ (p. 22). Other publications have further supported that for teaching assistants to do 

their jobs well, the expectations and responsibilities of their role have to be clearly defined 

(Moran & Abbott, 2002, Howard & Ford, 2007, Ghere & York-Barr, 2007). 

 

On the other hand, role confusion arises when boundaries and responsibilities are not clearly 

specified (Butt & Lowe, 2011) and results in stress, uncertainty and frustration (Downing, 

Ryndak & Clark, 2000; Ghere & York-Barr, 2007; Howard & Ford, 2007), which could 

diminish classroom effectiveness (Thomas, 1992). It can be thus seen that clarity of roles and 

responsibilities are a critical factor in impacting the greater long-term goal of inclusive 

schools. 

 

It would also be of interest to explore shadow teachers’ perceptions about their role, and to 

examine if they undertake the additional task of supporting inclusion, even if it were not 

formally required of them.   

 

2.5.3 Collaboration 
 

Collaboration is another important element that can have an impact on the success of 

inclusive practices (Rose, 2000; Clark et al., 1999). In reviewing shadow teachers’ 
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experiences in contributing towards inclusion, it is also necessary to delve into the 

collaborative relationships that they have with the classroom teacher, the parents, other 

shadow teachers as well as other relevant professionals. 

 

Collaboration with Mainstream Teachers 

 

Shadow teachers need to work hand-in-hand with mainstream teachers to help pupils to 

realise their potential (ACS Athens, 2014). Literature pertaining to teaching assistants stress 

on the importance of collaboration and teamwork (Downing, 1996; Jerwood, 1999; Rose, 

2000), and that teaching assistants should be part of a working team (Balshaw, 1999). ‘When 

teachers and other support staff are able to work together…problems associated with the 

severity of the learning difficulty and the relevance of the curriculum are diminished’ 

(Florian, 2000, p. 20).  

 

Collaboration works both ways; it enables the shadow teacher to do the job better as he or she 

has a clearer picture of the child and it also helps the mainstream teacher better adapt the 

environment, which is a step towards an inclusive classroom. Collaboration enables inclusion 

to be successful even if some teachers do not have the expertise to meet the special 

educational needs of every pupil. 

 

A key component of collaboration is when the main teacher and the shadow teacher work 

together in the planning of educational goals and activities concerning the pupil. This 

includes devising methods to achieve a more inclusive setting for the pupil. Pupils are able to 

work on individually adapted tasks of a similar nature when there is close collaboration 

between mainstream and special education teachers (Lorenz, 1998). Ripley (1997) concurs 

that the combining of expertise regarding content specialisation and adaptation 

specialisations allows the pupils to receive appropriate and tailored content and assignments 

such that each is ‘learning, is challenged, and is participating in the classroom process’ (p. 3).  

 

Similarly, the working relationship between teaching assistants and teachers has been 

described in terms of collaboration, partnership and teamwork (Lacey, 2001), all of which 

imply joint planning and problem solving. In reality, however, not all TA’s are involved in 

the planning process (McVittie, 2005). Teachers have expressed the need for more non-

contact time such that they are able to plan collaboratively (Diebold & von Eschenbach, 



	  17	  

1991). The Groom and Rose (2005) study suggests that there may have been considerable 

progress in this area during the past two decades, and that teachers are involving TAs much 

more extensively in many aspects of planning and assessment.  

 

Nevertheless, for all these benefits of collaboration to be enjoyed, the planning has to be on a 

regular basis such that teachers can evaluate progress, make adjustments and incorporate new 

ideas (Ripley, 1997). 

 

Collaboration with parents 

 

Collaboration and good communication habits between members of the child’s support 

system are vital to achieving his or her target goals (Pivik et al., 2002). Good communication 

allows the parents to be updated about what is happening in school and provides a sense of 

security regarding their child. It has been found that parents are of the opinion that teaching 

assistants were essential to the education of their children and their inclusion (Ebersold, 

2003). Communicative and meaningful relationships between the shadow teacher, the 

classroom teacher and the parents must be established and developed to meet the needs of the 

child (Vulliamy and Webb, 2003). However, Clark (1999) warns that problems regarding 

parental expectations can arise. 

 

Support from the school 

 

School support is another factor that has been consistently found to impact the outcome of 

inclusive practices (Janney, Snell, Beers & Raynes, 1995; Moran & Abbott, 2002).  

 

Support at the classroom and school levels has furthermore been found to result in more 

positive teacher attitudes towards inclusive practices (Center & Ward, 1987; Myles & 

Simpson, 1989; Janney et al., 1995). This support refers to physical resources such as an 

adapted physical environment, special aids and teaching materials, IT resources and 

technology, as well as human resources such as supportive principals and colleagues, 

teaching assistants, special education teachers, speech therapists, and the like. In particular, 

supportive principals or headteachers have been found to be a significantly important factor 

in promoting positive teacher attitudes (Center & Ward, 1987, Chazan, 1994; Janney et al., 

1995). Janney et al. (1995) found that support from the school (both physical and human) was 
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vital in reassuring teachers that they would not be dealing with heavy workloads alone and 

this reduced their reluctance to accept pupils with special needs in their classrooms. 

 

Collaboration with other important parties 

 

Collaboration with other shadow teachers is also beneficial. In the Janney et al. (1995) study, 

the respondents reported that one of the factors that contributed to the success of their 

programme was effective support provided by the special education teachers. Clough and 

Lindsay (1991) asserted that special education specialists and teachers provide useful advice 

to teachers on how to make a particular subject accessible to children with special needs. It is 

therefore constructive, and vital, that shadow teachers collaborate with other shadow teachers 

as well as special needs personnel so that they can receive support and advice, and so that 

there is a collaborative effort to meet the needs of the pupil (ACS Athens, 2014). 

 

2.5.4 Additional Challenges  
 

In the process of implementing inclusive practices, one would expect to encounter 

challenges. A significant challenge for shadow teachers is likely to be their presence resulting 

in the child feeling even more ‘different’ than his or her peers. Another problem might be 

over-reliance or dependence on the shadow teacher. 

 

Research conducted by Marks, Schrader and Levine (1999) and Logan (2006) showed that, 

rather than facilitating inclusion, the assistants’ presence can create a significant barrier 

between the pupil and his or her peers and result in the pupil being treated differently to his 

or her peers (Marks et al., 1999). Similarly, a survey by Lorenz (1998) revealed that nearly 

half of teaching assistants sit next to one pupil most of the time and seldom help others, 

causing these pupils to become dependent and isolated from their peers. Other obstacles 

include the potential stigma for the pupil and the risk that they may develop a ‘learned 

helplessness’ (Ainscow, 2000; Rose, 2000). Some teaching assistants had the tendency of 

‘spoonfeeding’ and ‘doing too much’ for some children, thereby removing the challenge of a 

task from them, despite having the best of intentions (Moran & Abbott, 2002). These issues 

will be further explored in Chapter 4 of this paper. 



	  19	  

	   	  



	   20	  

3 Methodology 
 

3.1 Introduction 
 

The purpose of this study was to explore the factors affecting inclusion in Singapore schools, 

from the perspectives of shadow teachers. This chapter presents the research methodology 

and provides a description of the qualitative research design, as well as the logic behind its 

selection (3.2). Data-collection procedures (3.3) such as purposeful sampling will be 

discussed and the next sub-chapter (3.4) will look at semi-structured interviews as a research 

method. Subsequently, data analysis based on a hermeneutic approach (3.5) is discussed. The 

chapter is concluded by discussing issues of validity and reliability (3.6), as well as ethical 

considerations (3.7). 

 

3.2 Qualitative Research design 
 

This is a qualitative study based on semi-structured interviews. A qualitative research design 

was chosen as qualitative research involves an ‘interpretive, naturalistic approach’ (Denzin 

and Lincoln, 1994, p.2) and focuses primarily on human experience through exploring 

attitudes, beliefs, values and experiences. This allowed the researcher to accurately 

understand and portray the experiences of shadow teachers, taking into account the context 

and their personal circumstances. Qualitative research provides flexibility for the researcher 

to explore topics as they emerge and it enables participants to shape the research direction 

and to share their views freely (Cresswell, 2012). This enables the researcher to develop an 

in-depth understanding so as to be able to form an overall picture from the data gathered 

(Creswell, 2009). 

 

This study could also be considered an exploratory one as few or no other studies have been 

published on shadow teachers in Singapore and thus the researcher ‘seeks to listen to the 

participants & build an understanding based on what is heard’ (Cresswell, 2009, p.29). 
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3.3 Data-collection Procedures 
 

The process of data collection commenced in August 2014 and lasted till January 2015. This 

included the process of obtaining permission for the study as well as sampling procedures. 

 

3.3.1 Obtaining Permission 
 

An application for a permit to start data collection was sent to the NSD (Norwegian Social 

Science Data Services), who after some assessment, concluded that the study need not be 

subjected to notification according to the Personal Data Act as it contained only ‘anonymous 

information’ (See Appendix 3). This served as confirmation that I could begin my data 

collection. 

 

3.3.2 Purposeful Sampling 
 

Purposeful sampling was used for the recruitment of participants for this study. It involves 

selecting research participants according to the needs of the study (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; 

Morse, 1991) so that participants who are able to give a richness of information that is 

suitable for detailed research are chosen (Patton, 1980).  

 

6 shadow teachers were selected from 3 different companies offering shadow services in 

Singapore. These companies hire and train experienced and qualified individuals, and are 

currently offering their services to pupils with special needs studying in mainstream schools. 

In qualitative studies, samples are typically small and based on information needs (Maxwell, 

2005). The small sample size was chosen because of the potentially detailed data and in-

depth inquiry that could be derived from each participant. Criterion sampling was used to 

allow the researcher to select only participants who satisfied important criteria and were 

relevant to the study (Gall, Gall & Borg, 2007). 

 

The 6 participants were selected based on the following inclusion criteria: 1) they had to be 

shadow teachers who were working with children with special needs in Singapore schools, 

and 2) they had to have at least 1 year of experience working in this field. Six shadow 

teachers who were willing to participate in the study and who met the inclusion criteria were 
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selected. These shadow teachers were selected from different companies so that their 

different experiences and different work practices could provide diverse and useful 

information and insight into shadow teaching. 

 

3.3.3 Introduction of the Participants 
 

All six shadow teachers who participated in this study were females and ranged in age from 

24 to 43. They had between 2-5 years of experience in shadow teaching. Five of the shadow 

teachers had bachelor’s degrees in disciplines such as Psychology, Early Childhood 

Education and Child Psychology, and one of them had a diploma in Special Needs Education. 

All of them have had experiences working with children with special needs before starting 

their careers as shadow teachers.  

 

3.4 Research Methods 
 

The goal of this study was to find out more about shadow teachers’ experiences, and in 

particular, the factors and challenges influencing inclusion in Singaporean schools. 

Qualitative semi-structured interviews was my method of choice. This method was chosen 

because the semi-structured interview allows for ‘an element of structure without 

compromising the participant's freedom to elaborate on topics of interest to him/her’ 

(Bryman, 2004, p. 321). This enabled me to have an outline of topics to discuss yet still be 

able to explore the other topics brought up by the shadow teachers; their experiences – both 

good and bad, hopes, worries, challenges and outlook.  This method also allows for flexibility 

and it allows things to be explored in a great amount of detail. However, it is also expected to 

be time-consuming due to the open-endedness of the data (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009).  

 

3.4.1 The Interview Guide 
 

An interview guide (see Appendix 1) was used for the interviews so that the researcher would 

be able to best allocate and utilise the limited time to elicit the relevant information, and so as 

to keep track of the topics that had already been discussed. The interviews centered on 3 

major themes: (1) Factors Influencing Inclusive Practices, (2) Inclusive Education in 

Singapore and (3) Shadow Teachers’ Experiences and Challenges. 
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The first theme (Factors Influencing Inclusive Practices) examined factors such as child and 

teacher characteristics, as well as collaboration between shadow teachers, mainstream 

teachers, parents and other important parties. Here I wanted to explore how each of the 

factors affected inclusion. The second theme (Inclusive Education in Singapore) served to 

elicit information regarding the current state of inclusion in Singaporean schools. Questions 

relating to different aspects of inclusion (participation, belongingness, etc.) were asked, so as 

to get an idea of the extent of inclusion in schools. The third theme (Shadow Teacher’s 

Experiences and Challenges) enabled the shadow teachers to bring up issues and anecdotes 

that were relevant to the study. To conclude the interview, the shadow teachers were asked 

for their input regarding suggestions for improvement and their concluding thoughts (if any). 

 

The interview guide was structured in a way that would feel natural for the shadow teachers. 

In other words, the questions were sequenced in such a way that would allow the 

conversation to flow naturally – for example, it starts with questions about the job description 

so as to allow the shadow teacher to warm up, before moving on to the topic of inclusion and 

its influencing factors. Clearly, it was unavoidable that the shadow teachers started to talk 

about other topics that were further down on the interview guide. To avoid repetitive topics, I 

perceived the interview guide as a fluid instrument that could be rearranged easily when the 

need arose. It served its function – to be a ‘guide’ as opposed to an unalterable script. 

 

3.4.2 Pilot Study 
 

A pilot study was conducted a month before the actual data collection so as to ensure that the 

interview guide was applicable and useful, and also to determine the approximate length of 

the interview. The reasons for conducting the pilot study were compelling – to carry out a 

‘preliminary investigation’ (Gall et al., 2007, p.648) in order to ensure the quality and 

methodological soundness of the instrument (Yin, 1994). It was intended that the pilot study 

would result in useful feedback and that it would be able to identify potential problems. A 

shadow teacher who satisfied the inclusion criteria stated in Section 3.3.2 was selected for the 

pilot study.  

 

The pilot study was subsequently carried out, and proved to be enlightening. Firstly, it gave 

me the chance to evaluate the content of the interview guide and the way the questions were 
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phrased, as well as my usage of language and probes (see Section 3.4.3). Questions which 

were too long, or ambiguous were revised and helpful key words were added to the interview 

guide. An added bonus was that the pilot study enabled me to familiarise myself with the 

interview questions and to practise my interview skills. I was also able to test the data-

recording devices that I was planning to use for the actual data collection. I used an audio 

recorder for the pilot study but decided on using an additional recording device for the main 

study for security’s sake. This was due to my decision not to take down written notes during 

the interview (even though it was advisable to do so), as it proved a distraction and it was 

difficult to ask questions and write down answers at the same time, even with the use of 

shorthand and abbreviations (Cresswell, 2009).  

 

3.4.3 Interview Procedure 
 

The interviews were carried out at a quiet, suitable location free from distractions (Cresswell, 

2012), and varied in length from approximately 55 minutes to 1 hour and 30 minutes. The 

revised interview guide was used and the interview was recorded using an audio recorder as 

well as the recording function on a smartphone.  

 

The interviews were informal and flexible, and carried out in a conversational style. The 

purpose of the study was once again explained to the participants (they had been given this 

information once before, when recruiting participants for the study) and the informed consent 

forms were signed. Participants were also reassured of the confidentiality and anonymity of 

the research data (Gall et al., 2007). 

 

During the interview, I made sure that the topics stayed relevant but that the participant was 

able to express her thoughts freely. In line with Cresswell’s (2012) advice, I endeavored to be 

a good listener. Probing questions were also asked throughout the interview, to ask the 

participant to elaborate when she did not offer enough information, and to ask her to clarify 

any vague responses (Cresswell, 2012; Gall et al., 2007). At the end of the interview, the 

participants were thanked for their participation and time, and once again reassured of the 

confidentiality of the data. 
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3.5 Data Analysis 
 

Before data analysis could commence, the interviews had to be transcribed into written notes. 

The audio recordings were transcribed verbatim using Microsoft Word and each transcript 

was labelled with a number in order to secure the anonymity of the data. Identifying 

information such as names of schools, companies, teachers or pupils were emitted from the 

transcripts. 

 

The data was analysed using a hermeneutic approach, which involved going back and forth to 

interpret and relate the meaning of what was said, to the whole interview context; also known 

as a hermeneutic circle (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). 

 

Each of the transcripts was read once to get an overview before any coding was done. 

Thematic coding was then carried out. Data was examined and categorised under pre-

determined themes, which were derived from the research questions beforehand. These were 

organizational categories, or topics (McMillan & Schumacher, 2001) and were anticipated 

based on the sub-questions and sub-themes before the interview was carried out. They 

included categories like ‘Child Characteristics’ and ‘Collaboration with Parents’. 

 

Following that, open coding was carried out; significant statements, ideas and phrases were 

extracted from transcripts. Meanings and themes were then formulated from these statements 

and further organized into categories. Data was coded into substantive categories, which were 

descriptive in nature and described the participants’ opinions. Examples of substantive 

categories were ‘Successful collaboration with mainstream teacher’ or ‘High parental 

expectations’. These categories included emic ones (which were taken from participants’ own 

words) as well as theoretical categories, which were etic in nature (based on the researcher’s 

own understanding). An example of a theoretical category would be ‘School culture poses a 

challenge to inclusion’. 

 

Maxwell (2005) proposes that it is important to create substantive categories, especially for 

data that does not fit into existing organizational or theoretical categories, so that they do not 

go unnoticed and unanalysed. According to Strauss (1987, p.29), the goal of coding is to 

‘fracture’ the data and rearrange it into categories that facilitate comparison between things in 
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the same category and between categories. Maxwell (2005) states that “such categorizing 

makes it much easier for you to develop a general understanding of what is going on, to 

generate themes and theoretical concepts, and to organize and retrieve your data to test and 

support these general ideas” (p. 24).  

 

3.6 Reliability and Validity  
 

3.6.1 Reliability 
 

While the credibility in quantitative research depends on instrument construction, in 

qualitative research, ‘the researcher is the instrument’ (Patton, 2001, p. 14). To secure 

reliability in my research, I made sure to inform and to educate myself about the research 

techniques because the researcher’s knowledge and skills affect the credibility of the study. 

During the interviews, I ensured that I was consistent in asking the questions in the same 

manner and wording to all participants and that I was careful not to ask any leading 

questions. During the process of data analysis and writing, I took extra care to ensure as far as 

possible that the findings were the result of the experiences and ideas of the participants, 

rather than the characteristics and preferences of the researcher. This included re-reading the 

transcripts multiple times to ensure that the interpretations were accurate and that meanings 

were neither lost nor altered. 

 

3.6.2 Validity 
 

Validity determines whether the research truly measures what it was intended to measure or 

how truthful the research results are (Joppe, 2000). To achieve validity, I made used of 

iterative questioning, which involved asking rephrased questions referring to opinions and 

ideas previously articulated by the participant, so as to see if there were any contradictions in 

participant accounts. I also made use of probes to elicit more detailed information, which 

enabled me to have a better understanding of what the participants meant. As mentioned in 

Section 3.6.1, it was also important that I did not impose my own perspectives onto the 

research, rather than the experience of participants. 
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3.7 Ethical Considerations 
 

Cresswell (2009) mentions that the researcher must anticipate any ethical issues that may 

arise during the qualitative research process, especially for research involving collecting data 

from people, about people (Punch, 2005).  

 

The following protocol was followed to protect the participants’ rights:  

 

1. Participants were informed in writing of the voluntary nature of their participation and 

that they had the right to decline to answer any questions or withdraw from the study 

at any time without penalty.  

 

2. The research objectives and data collection methods was clearly outlined in writing 

and also verbally explained to the participants before they were asked to sign the 

consent form. (refer to point 3)  

 

3. Each person who agreed to participate was asked to read and sign an informed 

consent form (see Appendix 2) prior to participating and was promised their complete 

anonymity. Pseudonyms were given to each participant and care was taken to ensure 

that data published in the study would not be linked back to any participant or any 

school in particular.  

 

4. Information that was sensitive or had the potential to identify any pupil, parent, 

teacher or school was protected appropriately. 
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4 Presentation of the Data 
 

4.1 Introduction 
This chapter discusses the findings and presents the data in themes and sub-themes which 

emerged after the analysis of the interview transcriptions. Inclusion (4.2), child 

characteristics (4.3), teacher characteristics (4.4), collaboration (4.5) and other challenges 

(4.6) will be discussed. For the sake of anonymity, the shadow teachers’ names have been 

omitted and they will instead be referred to as ST (Shadow Teacher) 1 – 6 respectively. 

 

4.2 Inclusion in Singaporean schools 
 

The shadow teachers were asked questions which served to shed some light on the situation 

regarding inclusion in Singaporean schools. Their answers helped to give a rough picture of 

the extent of inclusion present in classrooms. 

 

All the shadow teachers reported that their pupils were taken out of the classroom very 

minimally, or only when a situation arose, such as in the case of a tantrum or meltdown. 

Otherwise, their pupils spent the rest of the time in the class with the others and participated 

to the best of their abilities. 

 

ST 1 shared that during group activities, if it was too noisy or if the demands of the task were 

too high for the pupil to participate, she would focus on the aspects that he was better at (for 

example, being a timekeeper to keep track of the time or to come up with ideas for one 

particular part). ‘We will facilitate that part so that he can contribute to the group, but it’s 

still within his ability and he would not have a meltdown’.   

 

When asked if the pupils felt like they were part of the class and that they belonged, most of 

the shadow teachers were of the opinion that they did. ST 1, ST 3 and ST 4 shared that their 

pupils were excited and happy to be with their classmates and were included by their peers. 

They mentioned however that it took some time for the peers to accept them and that before 

the shadow teacher’s arrival, some of the peers were ‘very scared of him’. It took some time 



	   30	  

and effort on the shadow teacher’s part to get the peers to understand and to make it a point to 

include the pupil. 

 

ST 3 and ST 5 however, reflected that these pupils could be quite lonely sometimes as they 

were ‘left out’ and some of them had no friends. ST 5 mentioned that some of the peers were 

more accepting when she explained the situation but that they would forget it after some time 

and she would have to remind them constantly. ST 4 added that for certain pupils, they did 

not have the awareness to realise that they were not well-liked among their peers. “He 

doesn’t have the social skill and understanding to pick up on facial expressions or to pick up 

on behavioral cues of the people around him. He thinks that everybody likes him”. 

 

Most of the shadow teachers reflected that their pupils were performing better at school and 

that there had been a lot of improvements since the shadowing started. ST 3 claimed that 

without a shadow teacher, the pupils with special needs might spend more time outside the 

classroom with the Allied Educator. Other shadow teachers also stated that some schools 

were unwilling to continue to take on their pupils unless a shadow teacher was hired. 

 

4.3 Child Characteristics 
 

When asked if child characteristics were an important factor in inclusion, the majority of the 

shadow teachers were of the opinion that it played a part in influencing the quality of 

inclusion the child receives and the ease with which he or she is included. ST 1, ST 3 and ST 

5 maintained that the severity and type of the learning disability affects the success of 

inclusive practices. ST 1 and ST 3 believed that if the learning disability was severe, there 

would be a high need for the individualization of the pupil’s learning and that he/she would 

be ‘heavily dependent’. Thus, even if the environment was inclusive, it would not be very 

beneficial for the pupil. They replied that they would still help to ‘integrate and include’ the 

pupil but remarked that practically speaking they felt it would be ‘impossible’. ST 5 added 

that ‘high-functioning’ pupils participated very well whereas ‘low-functioning’ pupils needed 

more assistance and help and did not participate as well.  

 

ST 3 went on further to elaborate that the social skills and the type of learning difficulty 

makes a difference. She claimed that for pupils with autism, involvement is ‘pretty much 
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non-existent’ because they are ‘happy just being on their own’. On the other hand, she has 

experienced that pupils with dyslexia and ADHD are able to participate more willingly and 

that their classmates were unaware of their diagnosis. “They [the classmates] almost see 

them as normal as opposed to those children with autism where they clearly know that they 

are different”. 

 

As for the social aspect of making friends and belonging, ST 1 shared that some pupils lacked 

the motivation to make friends and that they were fine with having no friends. “But education 

in school also entails learning social skills, and interacting with friends is actually quite a 

crucial part, if not you can just learn at home. So for some, you really have to use very 

different ways to motivate them to talk to friends” (ST 1) while on the other hand, ST 3 and 

ST 5 shared that children with outgoing personalities participate better and carry out 

conversations with their friends and adults as well. 

 

ST 4 provided an example that the personality of the child influences his likelihood of 

successfully being included. She pointed out that her pupil had the habit of telling on his 

classmates. “When his behaviours get you in trouble you don’t really want to be friends with 

someone like that.” 

 

ST 1 also contributed that the success of inclusive practices hinges on the child’s motivation:  

“For some kids they are very aware, and they know that they need some help. Then they may 

be more motivated to change their behaviours or to attempt little changes”.  

 

ST 6 on the other hand, believed that it is the environment that is more important and that the 

success of inclusive practices depends on ‘the people allowing inclusion to happen’ (referring 

to the teacher and the other pupils in the classroom). 

 

All of the shadow teachers indicated that the length of the shadowing period – how long it 

takes before the shadow teacher is able to include the pupil – depends on the pupil’s 

characteristics. “So the fastest we took was within a year, where we faded at the end of a 

year, but there are cases where we are still not fading off after 3 years. So it depends on the 

child’s level and other aspects” (ST 1). 
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4.4 Teacher Characteristics 
 

4.4.1 Teacher Background and Training 
 

Shadow Teachers’ Background and Training 

 

The shadow teachers in this study had 2-5 years of experience in shadow teaching and 3 of 

them have Bachelor Degrees in Psychology (ST 1, ST 3, ST 5), 1 in Child Psychology (ST 

2), 2 in Early Childhood Education (ST 2, ST 4) and 1 has a diploma in Special Needs 

Education (ST 6). All of them have had experiences working with children with special needs 

before starting out as shadow teachers.  

 

Regarding on-the job training and guidance, most of the shadow teachers have case managers 

and colleagues who offer feedback and guidance regularly. ST 1 stated that a case manager 

usually accompanies the shadow teacher for the first 2 weeks of shadowing, doing the actual 

shadowing for the first week while the shadow teacher observes and learns, and providing 

feedback during the second week while the shadow teacher takes over. 

 

As for additional development and training, ST 1, ST 5 and ST 6 related that they were 

satisfied with the number of workshops and courses they were sent to. ST 6 remarked, “They 

have constant updates like you know how the special needs industry always has something 

new and everybody has a different way of teaching, so we always update ourselves”. 

 

ST 2, ST 3 and ST 4 however, did not think that the amount of training was enough. ST 3 

conveyed that she sometimes felt frustrated because she felt like she could do more for the 

child – “but what could I possibly do? Because I didn’t really have enough proper training. 

That was very very tough”. 

 

Mainstream Teachers’ Background and Training 

 

The general consensus among the shadow teachers was that the mainstream teachers did not 

have sufficient training and background in Special Education. 
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“I think they have a 1 day workshop or something, about what to expect from kids 

with autism, etc., but it’s a very surface level of understanding. Some of them they just 

know the name. They don’t know why the kids are behaving like that” (ST 1). 

 

“They say they are trained in Special Needs Education. But from the way they react, I 

guess they were taught ‘by the book’ but they do not really understand it. They don’t 

really understand why this kid is doing what he is doing” (ST 6). 

 

ST 2, ST 4 and ST 5 claim that the teachers they worked with were not trained in SNE while 

ST 3 remarked, “I do know that the teachers get sent on these courses and they get certified 

as TSNs, Teachers trained in Special Needs. They are quite short, like 3 days’ worth of 

courses, but some teachers find it useful and they say that it is very relevant”. 

 

4.4.2 Teacher Awareness and Knowledge about Inclusive Practices 
 

The shadow teachers were asked questions that were aimed at finding out their level of 

awareness and knowledge about inclusion and inclusive practices. They were asked to define 

inclusion and questions that focused on their knowledge regarding implementing inclusive 

practices in the classroom were also asked.  

 

The majority of the shadow teachers understood what inclusion entails – albeit some more 

than others. ST 1 and ST 2 had a elementary definition of inclusion, which bordered a little 

bit towards the definition of integration –  “That every child has a right to have an education 

regardless of his special needs, alongside his peers” (ST 1) and “despite his special needs we 

still put him together with other typical kids and they interact together in the same 

environment” (ST 2). 

 

ST 5 and ST 6 however, had never come across the term inclusive education. They pondered 

a bit before making guesses that inclusive education meant to ‘include the students in normal 

environments’ and them ‘not being left out’. It is interesting to note that ST 6 had never heard 

the term ‘inclusion’ despite having a diploma in Special Needs Education. 
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ST 3 and ST 4 were quite familiar with the term inclusion and defined it as “mainstream 

education that is tweaked to support all different types of learners” (ST 4) and “on top of that 

I think that everyone must be accepting and receptive towards that child” (ST 3).  

 

“It’s not like changing the kid to fit into the school, it’s more like the school being 

able to…you know… maybe the principal could be like ‘What can I offer to help this 

child?’ instead of pushing it to external agencies like shadow teachers” (ST 3).  

 

ST 4’s definition of inclusive education was a flexible learning environment that 

accommodated different types of learners (not necessarily referring to someone with a 

disability) and that “the environment refers to everything. Everything in the environment, 

from your teaching methods, your teaching materials, your lesson itself…the content of the 

lesson. You can have the same learning goals, but for different learners, you have different 

ways of presenting the information”. 

 

One interesting thing to take note of was that although ST 3 and ST 4 defined inclusion quite 

precisely, taking into account the pupil’s participation, belongingness, teachers’ awareness, 

and the fact that the environment is the one that has to change to accommodate the pupil, they 

used the term ‘integrate’ – “to integrate successfully and comfortably in a mainstream 

environment”. This phenomenon was observed with the other shadow teachers as well and 

will be further discussed in Chapter 5 (see Section 5.2.2).  

 

Regarding knowledge about inclusive practices, all of the shadow teachers have implemented 

inclusive practices (some more than others) in the classroom on a regular basis – even if 

some of them had not been aware that those strategies were inclusion-based.  

 

ST 4 stated that she had quite some knowledge about implementing inclusive practices as she 

learnt about creating inclusive learning environments in university and had to come up with 

an inclusive curriculum as one of her graduating projects. ST 5 on the other hand, answered 

that she did not have any knowledge implementing inclusive practices. She expressed that 

she was not allowed to change the physical environment in school but that she usually 

simplified instructions for her pupils so that they could understand better.  
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Some common inclusive strategies mentioned by the shadow teachers were: the increase 

usage of visual material, clear setting of rules and regulations, positive behavioural support, 

flexibility in schedule and homework/tests requirements, decluttering of the environment, 

getting the other pupils to understand and include them and so forth.  

 

Contrarily, according to the shadow teachers, it seemed like the majority of the mainstream 

teachers did not implement inclusive classroom practices. In addition, ST 5 shared an 

anecdote, which she believed showcased a lack of awareness on the mainstream teacher’s 

part.  

“Sometimes, if the kid is crying, I explain “Maybe he’s anxious because it’s the first 

time he’s encountered this issue or there’s a sudden change in schedule.” But the 

teacher doesn’t really understand and says, “Oh, why [is he] so whiny? Why does he 

keep on crying?	  Sometimes they just scold him like, “You’re lazy! Why are you so 

lazy? Why don’t you learn well?”	  I try to explain but the teacher will say that he is 

naughty”. 

 

She was visibly upset while narrating the episode. She vocalised that the mainstream teachers 

should put themselves in the shoes of their pupils with special needs and try to understand 

and help them, instead of ‘stressing [them] to fit into her teaching style’. When questioned if 

the mainstream teachers knew that the particular pupil was diagnosed with autism and 

whether they learnt what the diagnosis entailed, she replied that one of them tried reading up 

about autism to see why he was behaving the way he did. She described that the teacher 

initially ‘changed’ her perspective and ‘kind of accepted’ him, but after some time went back 

to ‘putting pressure on him’. She stated that she did not think that the other mainstream 

teacher learned about autism. ST 2 and ST 3 shared the same sentiments that there was a need 

to raise awareness about inclusion. 

 

4.4.3 Teacher attitude towards Inclusion and Inclusive Practices 
 

Most of the shadow teachers had a positive attitude towards the concept of inclusion but 

some of them expressed certain reservations. In general the shadow teachers supported 

inclusion but with regards to pupils with severe intellectual disability, or those who were 

moderately autistic and non-verbal for example, they were concerned that inclusion would 
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not be feasible “because of the language and academic expectations that mainstream schools 

demand” (ST 1). 

 

ST 5 described her attitude towards inclusion as ‘between positive and neutral’ because she 

felt that the class size was too big for the teacher to change solely to accommodate the pupils 

with special needs. “And because the ratio is like fifteen-to-one, then—my student, there’s 

only one student. Then fourteen of them have to change to fit him. I think the teacher is not 

willing to do that”.  

 

ST 6 was positive about the concept of inclusion but was less optimistic about its realization: 

“I don’t think it’s going to happen, inclusive education. I wish it would happen one day. It’d 

be great, it’d be amazing for shadow teachers like me”.  

 

All the shadow teachers however, had positive attitudes towards implementing inclusive 

practices in the classroom. ST 1 remarked that it would “decrease a lot of behavioural issues 

even for the ‘normal’ pupils”. But almost every single one of the shadow teachers conveyed 

that the success of the implementation of inclusive practices was dependent on the 

receptiveness of the mainstream teacher and that “in order for it to be effective, there has to 

be a lot of partnership between teachers and the people that are supporting the child”. (ST 2) 

 

Mainstream Teachers’ Attitudes towards Inclusive Practices 

 

The mainstream teachers were not directly interviewed to find out what their attitudes 

towards inclusive practices were. However, the shadow teachers were asked if the 

mainstream teachers made any effort to implement inclusive practices and their answers 

provided some insight into the topic. It must be stated that this was solely from the 

perspective of shadow teachers and did not represent the actual attitudes of mainstream 

teachers. 

 

According to ST 5, one of the mainstream teachers did not put in any extra effort to adapt the 

class curriculum or her teaching style for the pupils with special needs but instead “wants the 

students to fit in her environment”. On the other hand, ST 6 expressed that she was under the 

impression that the school did not ‘allow’ mainstream teachers to make modifications and 

that the teacher felt that it was ‘too much work to change something for one kid’. 
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However, some mainstream teachers did introduce some modifications (for example to allow 

a pupil to make a model instead of writing a 5 page report) but it “depends on the school and 

how willing the teacher is to make such changes. Because for a lot of things they still want 

conformity” (ST 1). 

 

4.4.4 Shadow Teachers’ Understanding of Role 
 

When asked what their job description was, all of the shadow teachers described their role 

without any uncertainty and they had a good grasp over what being a shadow teacher 

entailed. They stated that they were responsible for helping the pupil to ‘integrate’ into the 

mainstream environment, providing academic and behavioural support, improving social 

interaction skills, and that they had to work closely with the parents and the school. All of the 

shadow teachers mentioned setting goals before the shadowing starts, and that their job was 

to work towards achieving those targets. 

 

ST 4 related that she was usually given a report identifying the pupil’s needs, but that she 

would have to observe further to see what additional triggers there were in the environment 

and to spot things which her case manager might have missed out on. They then worked 

together to come up with strategies to put in place for the pupil, liaised with the teachers, 

introduced lesson and test modifications, as well as monitored the progress of the pupil. 

 

ST 1 described the definition of her role as ‘fairly clear’, while ST 5 indicated that her case 

manager would provide guidance and instructions at the beginning.  

 

However, some of the shadow teachers felt that the detailed job scope, specific 

responsibilities and boundaries were not clearly stipulated and that shadow teachers could 

benefit from more guidelines so that they could do their jobs more effectively. ST 2 described 

it as an ‘on-the-job kind of thing’ and recalled that she had to ‘figure things out’ herself, and 

ST 4 had the same sentiments: “At the beginning, my first client, they told me what to do, but 

gradually, by the second week, I had to figure on my own things that I need to do. There’s a 

lot of self-learning, independent learning”. ST 3 suggests that the most important thing is to 
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have a ‘set protocol’ because it “really helps to get the ball rolling and helps us to do our job 

better”.  

 

ST 6 had a diverse group of pupils and mentioned that for her, there was ‘no specific thing’ 

and it depended on what the shadow teaching company focused on (behavioral aspect, 

academic aspect, other/all aspects). Her pupils were of different ages ranging from 4 to 17 

years old and had very different needs. Some required home therapy where they focused on 

basic day-to-day skills like cooking, while some required solely school support. 

 

When asked if their job description focused on inclusion, most of the shadow teachers 

answered that it did not, with the exception of ST 4 who answered that it did. However, most 

of them used the term ‘integrate’ quite often throughout the whole interview, including ST 4.  

 

When asked if the job description used the word ‘integrate’, ST 1 replied “Yes, they use that 

word. It’s quite important”, while ST 3 declared that, “[Integration] is the main goal. Just to 

help them to adjust to life in their school, and make sure that they are well-liked by their 

peers and included by their peers, especially for kids with autism”.  

 

ST 4 also used the terms ‘inclusion’ and ‘integration’ interchangeably. 

 

“I have to help find ways to integrate that child into that environment, not just in 

school but also socially.”  

 

“It’s really big on integrating. It’s the whole point of my job, so that the child is no 

longer isolated from everyone else. So when the boy is not there, the students are 

going to be asking where he is. Because he’s a part of the class also.”  

 

“Sometimes the task that is given to them kind of sets them up for failure. So on my 

part, I break it down for them. Smaller achievable tasks that will gradually build up 

into something harder and harder. As it gets harder, they will have a tendency of 

giving up, but my role is to build up that perseverance, confidence, let them know 

even though it’s hard, we will work towards that goal, but it’s just that we’ll take 

more steps. My job to help them, to include them into the environment is to create 

those steps for them” (ST 4). 
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Notably, ST 6 responded that after the researcher explained what inclusion meant, she 

realised that her job description did focus on inclusion, even if that word was not specifically 

mentioned. In addition, she mentioned that even though her job scope did not entail helping 

the other pupils in the classroom as well, she realised that while modifying the environment 

to suit her pupil with special needs, the other pupils also benefited and learnt better. 

 

4.5 Collaboration 
 

4.5.1 Collaboration with Mainstream Teachers 
 

When asked about the collaboration with the mainstream teachers, the shadow teachers had 

mixed responses. Some had positive experiences but the general consensus was that the 

situation was less-than-ideal.  

 

ST 1 conveyed that she tried to speak to the mainstream teachers as much as she could, 

providing daily updates regarding pupil progress and asking for their opinions and 

suggestions. She is determined to include them in the process because ‘they must still have a 

say’ and because she wants to ensure that the mainstream teacher can manage the pupil’s 

behaviour when the shadow teacher will no longer be around. She added that when 

mainstream teachers are very passionate, they implement many changes and the impact can 

clearly be seen – fading happens faster and the pupil ‘relates more to the class and his 

classmates’. She recalled that she has worked with teachers who were very helpful, 

understanding and supportive, and they were able to cooperate and implement strategies to 

help the pupil. “Even though this kid didn’t have a diagnosis, they really made an effort to 

understand him. Once in a while, you get some really passionate teachers” (ST 1). 

 

On the contrary, many of the shadow teachers narrated instances where mainstream teachers 

were not receptive to their strategies or unsupportive of the shadowing. ST 2 maintained that 

she needed to help some teachers to understand the pupil’s diagnosis as they “always expect a 

quick change, that the child will improve within a month, but it takes time”. She mentioned 

that she was doing most of the supporting and that the mainstream teachers did not participate 

much. When asked if the mainstream teacher put in any effort to adapt the class curriculum or 
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the environment for pupils with special needs, ST 2 replied that the shadow teachers were the 

ones who brought in extra materials and learning aids for the mainstream teachers to use with 

the pupil. However, the teachers were not very receptive and did not use the materials much. 

She was of the opinion that shadow teachers required more support from the mainstream 

teachers as they would be unable to fade off if the mainstream teachers do not step in to help 

the pupil. 

 

ST 5 recalled that although she had regular communication with the teachers as she would 

update them after the lessons about the pupil’s progress, one of her biggest challenges was 

having to deal with an aggressive pupil on her own when he had one of his tantrums because 

the mainstream teachers would “scold and be rough to him rather than explain why he cannot 

get what he wants”. She lamented that she felt that the support was ‘not there’. 

 

ST 1 explained this lack of support by putting forth the argument that some mainstream 

teachers had the mindset that inclusive practices were specific to the pupil with special needs 

and that it would not benefit the other pupils and was ‘a hassle’. She proposed that 

mainstream teachers needed to be convinced that inclusive practices would benefit all 

students, not just those with special needs. She declared that the main challenge she had to 

face was ‘getting the teachers and the school on board’. She pointed out that it would be 

easier to get the peers to cooperate if the teachers were willing to collaborate. 

 

ST 3 reflected that she would like to see the mainstream teachers showing more interest and 

concern in helping these pupils instead of ‘giving up so easily’ and being unreceptive to 

implementing inclusive practices in the classroom. She related that she usually tried to 

change the environment to make it more conducive for her pupils but that she had to seek 

approval from the mainstream teacher if she wanted to change a classroom setting. “So then 

there is always an issue there if like I said, the teacher is not receptive. If I had a choice, yes, 

for sure!” Following that, she mentioned that when mainstream teachers were not receptive 

to the shadow teachers’ intervention strategies, it was ‘extremely difficult’ but that 

“ultimately it is the teacher’s decision at the end of the day, so we will have to respect his or 

her decision”.  

 

ST 4 on the other hand claimed that if shadow teachers were firm and insistent about getting 

the support they need, it would make inclusion easier. She mentioned that the mainstream 
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teachers usually left her on her own, unless she approached them about modifications for 

subject content or tests. In those cases they worked together to decide if the modifications 

were suitable for the pupil. She added that they were receptive to adapt the curriculum, 

environment or teaching styles when she pushed for it. 

 

“So I will have to ask them in advance, “What are you going to teach? What are the 

concepts? What are you learning goals?” and they will have to share them with me. 

And then we will discuss what is appropriate for him. But I have to be active in asking 

them or pushing them for it” (ST 4). 

 

Planning 

 

Most of the shadow teachers disclosed that they were not included in the planning process 

enough. None of the shadow teachers were included in the planning of lesson plans. They 

were however, included in discussions regarding the setting of academic and behavioral goals 

and modifications of IEPs (for the pupils who used them) and other modifications. 

 

“With modifications – yes. But lesson plan, for the whole lesson plan, it’s up to her. I 

just come in to support” (ST 4). 

 

Researcher: Does the mainstream teacher involve you in planning lesson plans or her 

classroom activities? Does she ask for your opinions and input? 

ST 5: No. Not at all. 

 

ST 2 explained that the mainstream teachers were extremely busy and that was the reason 

they seldom had time to sit down and discuss the pupil’s progress. She shared that they had to 

be the ones to approach the mainstream teachers as the teachers were unlikely to ask about 

the pupil or to check on his/her progress. They communicated once every 2 weeks. 

 

Term meetings (once a semester) on the other hand, were quite usual for all of the shadow 

teachers. In such meetings, the shadow teachers, mainstream teachers and other involved 

parties discussed whether things were working out and came up with detailed strategies: how 

to structure homework, what prompts and learning aids to use, what the shadow teachers 

should focus on during home therapy and so forth. 



	   42	  

Teacher Responsibility 

 

One other topic which surfaced during the interviews was the issue of teacher responsibility. 

Some mainstream teachers had the tendency to view the pupil with special needs as solely the 

shadow teacher’s responsibility. All six shadow teachers, at some point during their 

interview, mentioned similar accounts of mainstream teachers leaving the pupil to the shadow 

teacher and expecting them to take over.  

 

“Sometimes they feel that they cannot cope with him, so when we come in, they will 

just ‘chuck’ him to you, that’s one scenario” (ST 1). 

 

“I’m seen as an extra pair of hands so they just chuck everything at me and expect me 

to do everything on my own” (ST 3). 

 

ST 1 and ST 4 recalled that some mainstream teachers were anxious when the shadow 

teachers wanted to initiate fading (see Chapter 2.4) as they wanted them to stay with the pupil 

for a longer period of time. ST 4 explained that the mainstream teacher was extremely against 

her fading out because she knew that she would have to manage the pupil on her own when 

the shadow teacher was gone. ST 3 however, recalled that the mainstream teachers with 

whom she has worked started to put in more effort to include the pupil when fading began 

and to make sure that everything would be fine without her presence in the classroom. 

 

ST 1 suggested that shadow teachers needed to be more aware about how they should 

facilitate the shadowing to ensure that the mainstream teacher was still interacting with the 

child instead of placing all the responsibility onto the shadow teacher. ST 6, on the other 

hand, suggested letting the pupil get used to approaching the mainstream teacher for help: 

 

“They just forget about this kid, because they know that there’s another pair of eyes 

solely for this student. So they don’t go up to the student and say, “How are you 

doing? Are you okay? Do you need help?” Sometimes I have to teach my student to 

go up to them and ask instead of waiting for me to help him. But I try to inculcate that 

he still needs to ask the teacher, because I will not always be there”. 
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Tension among Authority Figures 

 

Another issue, which emerged from the data collected, was that of tension between the 

shadow teacher and mainstream teacher. ST 6 described one of the challenges that she was 

facing as “being in someone else’s territory”. She elaborated: “Because we are usually an 

outside vendor, we are not from the school, and to have another adult sitting and—basically 

I’m like one of the students, but a bigger version of a student, like the adult version. And I 

usually stay inside the class and listen and also learn from the teachers and also for them to 

hopefully not to feel judged by me?” 

 

ST 1 shared similar sentiments: 

“Sometimes when you try to help, you’re not sure if you’re actually interrupting the 

teacher, or if you are being intrusive to how the lesson is supposed to flow. In some 

ways, because we are kind of externally employed…the way the teachers see us…it’s 

like you’re just someone there and the role that you are playing is not clear-cut 

enough and sometimes you may tread on someone’s toes without knowing it. The 

second scenario is that they will feel intimidated, because they feel like they are being 

watched by someone”.  

 

She goes on to explain that this is due to the culture. “For the Singapore government schools, 

when another teacher comes in, it’s usually to grade the other teacher. So there is a stigma 

associated with it”. 

 

Some of the shadow teachers attributed the tension and animosity to the age of the teacher. 

ST 1 stated that the younger teachers were more receptive while the ones with more seniority 

did not feel that the shadow teachers’ methods were effective as “they have been doing things 

their way for many years and they think it works” (ST 1). 

 

Similarly, ST 3 remarked, 

“From what I know, I think the younger teachers are very receptive. The older ones are a 

bit more conventional…so they have a more ‘don’t teach me how to manage my students, 

I can do everything myself’ kind of attitude. I think the difficulty is teamwork…and 

everyone needs to be able to work together”. 
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4.5.2 Collaboration with Parents 
 

There is ample collaboration between the shadow teachers and the parents. Sometimes this 

starts even before the shadowing begins. ST 3 mentioned that she would meet with the 

parents before the start of the shadowing period and that they would share with her the things 

she should be looking out for. Through discussion with the parents and also the school, they 

would come to a general conclusion on the main goals and targets for the child. She declared 

that it was a collaborative effort between the school, the parents and the shadow teachers. 

 

During the shadowing period, most of the shadow teachers provided daily updates for the 

parents, some through email, texting, or daily reports. ST 5 had a ‘communication book’ in 

which she wrote to the parents daily and in which they sometimes also shared some 

information about the child that may be useful for the shadow teacher. All six of the shadow 

teachers provided detailed monthly or termly reports and had face-to-face meetings to discuss 

the pupil’s achievements, goal setting and other issues.  

 

“We do have a monthly update for the parents. So that they know how he is 

progressing. If he is going according to the goals, and if the way we are teaching and 

supporting him is actually benefiting him” (ST 1). 

 

In general the shadow teachers describe that there is a lot of communication with the parents. 

 

Parents’ Expectations 

 

A number of shadow teachers, however, expressed some difficulties regarding fulfilling 

parents’ expectations. The main problem seemed to be unrealistic expectations. Some parents 

have “unrealistic views on how fast fading can happen” (ST 1) and some “have goals that 

they think their child should already achieve, but they need to understand that sometimes 

some students take only one day, some students, for the same thing they take two years” (ST 

6). ST 4 contributed that some parents needed to understand that shadow teachers also had to 

deal with some behavioural issues, which took time, instead of expecting them to accomplish 

more.  
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To manage parents’ expectations, the shadow teachers usually endeavoured to get the parents 

to “look at the big picture” (ST 1) and to explain to them that they had to be realistic. ST 6 

suggested using words like “He’ll probably” instead of absolute statements like “He will” or  

“He’s going to”. 

 

ST 3 explained, “Most of them would want fading to end as soon as possible, because it’s 

quite expensive and you want the kid to be independent. So we’ll tell them that we need them 

to follow through the behaviour plans that we have, and if everything is consistent then it may 

happen faster”. According to ST 5, most of the parents were fine with this. Some parents 

however, could be defensive: “It’s not easy to present an overview or big picture because 

sometimes being too realistic, the parents may be very defensive of their child. And they feel 

like you are putting their kid in a bad light” (ST 1). 

 

In some cases, shadow teachers had to deal with differing opinions about how the shadowing 

should proceed: “I knew that he was not ready for Primary 1 without a shadow teacher but 

the parents were in denial and said that he would be fine without a shadow…so we have to 

respect that and work towards that goal by the end of the year even though we know that it is 

not possible. You have to really respect the parents’ decision because it’s their child and not 

ours” (ST 3). 

 

ST 3 also contributed that it is essential to have a protocol to explain their job scope to the 

parents. “Sometimes some parents treat us like their child’s personal nanny and that’s not 

really our job. So it’s important that the parents are clear about what we actually do”. 

 

She added that it was a challenge at times to get the parents and the school to come to an 

understanding “because I have had experiences where they were not [in agreement], and it is 

extremely difficult”. She declared that teamwork was crucial and that “you’re really lucky and 

really blessed if you are able to have all 3 sides, the parents, the school and us, all on the 

same page”. 
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4.5.3 Support from the School 
 

The shadow teachers were asked about the extent to which schools provided resources to 

support pupils with special needs. All of the shadow teachers indicated that they felt that 

resources were lacking. ST 1 shared that some schools may provide some learning aids and 

that they may speak to the teachers about how to declutter the room or adjust her teaching 

methods. But she described it as ‘not much’ and that the shadow teachers were expected to 

provide most learning aids. She explained that some schools felt that it was ‘too much of a 

hassle’ and that even if some of them accepted pupils with autism, they might not be 

equipped enough in terms of resources (e.g. visual aids for communication). 

 

This was confirmed by all of the other shadow teachers as well, that they provided their own 

learning aids and materials. ST 4 had never tried to ask for additional resources while ST 2 

and ST 5 indicated that their schools did not provide visual aids or other additional learning 

resources. ST 6 expressed that she did not have the habit of asking the school for resources. 

Even for items like paper, she preferred to bring it herself. She explained that she felt 

responsible to provide all the materials because she was ‘not from the school’ and felt that 

she had to ‘find [her] own way’. “You’ve got markers, you’ve got color pencils, you’ve got 

whatever for that day”. 

 

ST 3 reflected that local schools were not as receptive as international schools in general, 

who ‘really welcome these kids with open arms and really make them feel included’. She 

explained that the learning styles were very different as local schools were very academically 

oriented and focused more on academic performance (this was mentioned by ST 1 and ST 2 

as well). ST 3 went on to say that “whereas in the international schools, they learn through 

fun activities, so they really can try to bring them all together”. She stated that she was 

extremely confident that she would be given resources and materials if she needed them. 

 

When asked if the school was supportive and cooperative towards shadowing practices, ST 1 

maintained that teacher receptiveness depended on the school climate. She experienced some 

instances where the school management wanted the shadowing to be over as quickly as 

possible (this was experienced by ST 2 as well) and therefore was not very receptive to 

implementing changes. “They try having it for a week or two, and if the impact is not as big 
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as they hope to achieve then they’ll just remove it” (ST 1). Like ST 3, she added that the 

international schools were usually more open to collaborating with shadow teachers than the 

Singapore government schools were. 

 

In other cases, the school management was the one who requested for a shadow teacher. Both 

ST 1 and ST 4 cited examples where the school was on the verge of expelling a pupil unless 

his or her parents hired a shadow teacher. ST 4 recalled, “The mom, at first, she didn’t want a 

shadow teacher at all, but she was forced by the school, otherwise the child might’ve been 

expelled”.  

 

ST 4 was also working in an international school but she narrated a different experience. 

She disclosed that she had a very difficult time because the pupil was known for causing 

trouble in school and the school gave him an ultimatum — “if you continue disrupting the 

learning of other pupils we cannot keep you in the school so you need a shadow teacher”. 

She related that the pupil was working extra hard to behave himself and to abide to the school 

rules after he had been given the ultimatum but that ‘the labels were already put on him’. She 

lamented that the school was not very cooperative. “So they don’t see the progress that he’s 

making now, and even if he does make progress, they have this mindset that he’s going to go 

back to what he was before. So that hampers him so much”. (ST 4) 

 

ST 6 shared that some schools allowed small modifications to be made. She mentioned that 

the only modifications they allowed were to adjust the duration of the test or to allow a 

change of location, and that even to obtain permission for that was a difficult process. She 

narrated a difficult situation in which a school decided that they were not going to ‘allow’ 

any more modifications – “Indirectly they were telling us…find him another school. The 

principal said ‘We don’t need to change anything for him, because he’s supposed to do what 

the other kids are supposed to do’. That is why he comes to a normal school”.  

 

4.5.4 Collaboration with Other Important Parties 
 

All six of the shadow teachers have collaborated with other important parties like special 

needs personnel, other shadow teachers, and the pupils’ other therapists. They narrated 

positive experiences and described the collaboration as beneficial. 



	   48	  

 

ST 1 indicated that if the pupils had occupational and/or speech therapists, she would meet up 

with them so that they had a more consistent view about how each of them did things. 

Consequently, she would work on the same goals as the other therapists, in addition to her 

own goals, “because he can’t be practicing those skills there [in therapy] and not 

generalizing the goals in the school setting”. Likewise, ST 5 related that her pupil’s speech 

therapist updated her once in a while, so that she would know ‘what he has learned, and what 

to practice’. ST 6 contributed further, “Sometimes you get updates on strategies that they’re 

using so that all of us are sort of using the same strategy. Or we share our strategy with them 

and they say ‘Oh, let’s see which one works better, let me use that one”. 

 

A few of the shadow teachers also mentioned collaborating with the school’s learning support 

coordinator or Allied Educator: “Most of the time there will be an Allied Educator who would 

facilitate meetings between the school team, us and the parents” (ST 3). “And sometimes the 

Allied Educator will tell us that for fading to happen, she must achieve these targets. So 

that’s when we interact more with them. Other than that, on a weekly or monthly basis they 

come in and observe…and see how they can help” (ST 1). 

 

Most of the shadow teachers mentioned that their case managers usually checked in on their 

progress with the pupils and that some case managers attended meetings with the school as 

well. ST 1, ST 4 and ST 5 also added that they valued feedback and advice from other 

shadow teachers. ST 5 disclosed, “I will discuss with my colleagues so if there is a problem, 

we will find a solution together” while ST 4 stated that she uses the comments and feedback 

to gauge her work performance. 

 

4.6 Additional Challenges 
 

4.6.1 Child feeling even more ‘different’ 
  

ST 6 reported that the older pupils tended to feel quite embarrassed at times, especially when 

she went up to them during recess (break) time. Her pupil also told her once “Can you work 

at the back of the class?” as she was embarrassed to have an extra teacher sitting next to her. 
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She mentioned that it depended on their age – “the younger kids, they don’t really care. But 

the older kids care”. 

 

On the contrary, the other shadow teachers expressed that their presence was, as a matter of 

fact, welcomed by the pupils.  

 

“Not just my child, but other kids too…because when there is an assistant teacher in class, 

they get more attention so they like it. And then they come to you and share about their day, 

so it’s more of a positive awareness”, said ST 1. She explained that she tried to help the other 

pupils as well, to help them understand and to “bring them in, the process of helping him 

integrate with the whole class in the school climate”. 

 

ST 2 and ST 4 related that their pupils felt more confident and secure when they were 

present, as opposed to feeling conscious that they were ‘different’ and ST 5 adds that her 

pupils have already gotten used to her presence. 

 

There were definitely also some pupils with low awareness, who did not realise that the 

shadow teacher was there for them specifically. ST 3 remarked, “I think that some of them 

are just not aware…but other kids will realise that you are there for so-and-so. Eventually 

some of them find out and I think it’s nice as well because they will form a bond with you. I 

still remember when this child got a reward card from his teacher and he was taken by 

surprise…he turned back and looked at me because I was at the back of the classroom. I 

think he wanted to seek approval from me as well. So it is also nice when they are aware”. 

 

4.6.2 Over-reliance or Dependence 
 

Some of the shadow teachers expressed difficultly concerning when to help and when to step 

back and let the pupils manage on their own. ST 2 expressed that it was more difficult at the 

start but became easier as she got to know the pupil better. If she knew that the pupil was 

capable of doing something independently, her strategy was to observe him for a little while 

to ensure that it was ‘an attention issue and not an academic one’. ST 1 and ST 3 added that it 

was ‘very hard to strike a balance’ because the lines could be a ‘little blurred’ and there was 

‘no set protocol’.  
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ST 6 brought up the issue of emotional attachment to the pupil and admitted that “sometimes 

when I know he’s really unable to comprehend what is happening at all, I do tend to guide 

him a bit more than I’m supposed to”. She admitted that at one point she felt like “a 

babysitter instead of a shadow teacher”. 

 

ST 4, on the other hand, viewed it more as a patience issue: “Sometimes because you know 

that certain tasks, ugh, you have to be very patient about it. Like “Ughh, I’m going to do it 

for you!” Like putting on a sweater. You’re going “Ahhhh! I’m gonna do it for you!” Then 

you have to think if you do it now, then he’ll think, “Eh, she’ll always be here to help me.” 

 

Regarding over-reliance and dependence, ST 5 shared that “the [mainstream] teacher always 

says that without our presence, he actually can do a lot. But when we are there, he tends to 

depend on us”. But she solves the problem by walking away if she thinks that the pupil can 

do the task without her help. “If he cannot see me, then he knows he will have to do the work 

himself”. 

 

Other shadow teachers also related that their pupils were dependent on them:  

 

“There were times when I was absent and he could not really function well” (ST 2). 

 

“When I’m not around, he’s like, ‘Where’s Ms. [name omitted]? Where is she?’ Even 

if I, let’s say that morning I’m a little bit late. He starts to panic” (ST 4). 

 

Correspondingly, ST 3 articulated an important point – that shadow teachers also had to 

ensure that they did not expect the pupil to be independent too soon and to fade out too 

quickly. “Otherwise sometimes their behaviour will regress and tantrums may come up 

again”. 

 

4.6.3 Non-uniformity 
 

ST 1 and 6 brought up the issue that the standards for shadow teaching were not the same 

across the board. They mentioned that the industry was considerably new and some new 
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companies were hiring people with mid-career changes and who may not have experience in 

special needs.  

 

“There are some cases where we take over a case and realize that you know, the last shadow, 

she was actually just there to babysit him” (ST 1). 

 

She stated that the difference is standards was probably due to the lack of regulation across 

the industry. She emphasised that it was important that people were aware of this discrepancy 

and recommended that the shadow companies come up with initiatives to train the shadow 

teachers before sending them to the schools. 

 

4.6.4 Large Class Sizes 
 

3 of the shadow teachers (ST 1, ST 2 & ST 3) brought up the fact that Singaporean schools 

had large class sizes and this posed a challenge to achieving inclusion. ST 3 remarked, “We 

don’t have enough teachers for smaller class sizes which suit inclusion more”. She went on 

to explain that in small ‘pull-out’ classes (where pupils usually were academically weaker), 

mainstream teachers made an effort to include all pupils, whereas in a larger class, inclusive 

practices were ‘difficult’ to achieve because the teachers were under a lot of pressure to 

produce results. “I think sometimes they feel very helpless too, like they don’t know what to 

do” (ST 3). 

 

 

	    



	   52	  

 

	    



	  53	  

5 Discussion 
 

5.1 Introduction 
 

The first part of this chapter (5.2) discusses the findings while using relevant literature and 

the research questions and sub-questions as a background for comprehension. The second 

part of the chapter (5.3) presents a summary of the key findings. 

 

5.2 Relating the findings to theory and literature 
 

5.2.1 Child Characteristics 
 

In this study, the shadow teachers cited examples of how child characteristics was a factor 

influencing the quality of inclusion a pupil received. The type and severity of the learning 

disability was the most important child characteristic cited and it was found that children with 

more severe autism had more difficulty being included due to impaired social skills and 

behavioural issues. Comparatively, children who were ‘high-functioning’ participated better, 

and were included better. This was congruent with research findings (Mesibov & Shea 1996; 

Odom 2000; Yianni-Coudurier et al., 2008; Ho, 1997), which showed that children with low-

functioning ability and who exhibited behavioural problems were less likely to be included. 

Other child characteristics mentioned by the shadow teahcers were the child’s motivation and 

personality. Children who were motivated to change their behaviours and who had ‘likable’ 

personalities had an easier time being included. It is comprehensible that child characteristics 

play an important role, as the needs of every child are different. Based on those diverse 

needs, the path to achieving inclusion will be very dissimilar for different children. 

 

5.2.2 Teacher Characteristics 
 

Teacher Background and Training  

 

In this study, it was found that teacher background and training influenced, to a certain 

extent, the ease with which shadow teachers implemented inclusive practices. The shadow 



	   54	  

teachers who had more specialised training and background in inclusive education exhibited 

more expertise and knowledge about inclusive classroom practices. On the contrary, some of 

the shadow teachers claimed that insufficient training was a hindrance to them doing their job 

well. They also mentioned that mainstream teachers seemed to be lacking training in this area 

as well. Dickens-Smith (1995) and Florian (2000) propose that training is important for 

teachers to successfully put into place inclusive strategies. 

 

On the other hand, the shadow teachers indicated that a lot of the skills they gained came 

from ‘on-the-job learning’ where experience was key to their learning. By ‘figuring’ things 

out for themselves, the shadow teachers pick up valuable skills and develop resources which 

are essential for their job. It thus can be said that teacher background and training impacts 

inclusion only to a certain extent as experience and on-the-job self-learning plays a large role 

as well.  

 

Teacher Awareness and Knowledge about Inclusive Practices  

 

Teacher awareness and knowledge seemed to be one of the most important factors 

influencing the success of inclusive practices. The shadow teachers and mainstream teachers 

who were unaware of the concept of inclusion were less likely to introduce inclusive methods 

whereas those with both awareness and knowledge were more actively pushing inclusive 

agendas. Shadow teachers who were more familiar with the concept of inclusion had more 

success in implementing inclusive policies because they had both the awareness and the 

knowledge to do so. On the contrary, a lack of awareness on the part of the mainstream 

teachers was detrimental to inclusion as these teachers did not understand the situation that 

the pupils with special needs were going through, much less tried to make the environment 

more inclusive for them. This confirmed the findings of previous research (Pivik, McComas, 

& Laflamme, 2002; Florian, 2000; Armstrong, 2011). 

 

In the literature review, it was hypothesized that the presence of the shadow teacher would 

increase the mainstream teacher’s awareness towards inclusion. This was only true in some 

cases. In other cases, both the shadow teachers and mainstream teachers were not quite 

familiar with the concept of inclusion. This lack of exposure and awareness about inclusive 

education was also pointed out by Yeo et al. (2014) and might be attributed to the fact that 

inclusion is quite a new concept in Singapore. There seems to be a pressing need to increase 
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awareness as well as knowledge regarding inclusion and inclusive practices in Singaporean 

schools. 

 

Teacher attitude towards Inclusion and Inclusive Practices  

 

Both shadow and mainstream teachers’ attitudes were important in deciding their motivation 

and willingness in working towards inclusion. The shadow teachers in general had positive 

attitudes towards the concept of inclusion and the implementation of inclusive classroom 

practices, even if some of them had certain reservations regarding the practicality and 

feasibility of it all. The mainstream teachers on the other hand, had a less positive outlook 

towards introducing inclusive practices and this reluctance was largely attributed to the fact 

that they believed inclusive methods only benefitted the pupils with special needs. It was 

suggested that it would be beneficial to change the teachers’ mindsets by explaining that 

inclusive practices benefit each and every student, not just those with learning difficulties or 

special needs. Avramidis, Bayliss, & Burden (2000) propose that teachers’ negative or 

neutral attitudes at the start of the process of inclusive education may change over time as 

they accumulate more experience and knowledge.  

 

It was also found that older teachers were less receptive to inclusive practices than younger 

ones. This could be due to the fact that the older teachers were used to more conventional 

methods and classroom practices and were skeptical of ‘new’ inclusive methods. Greenberg 

and Baron (2000) asserts that experienced teachers usually had more resistance to educational 

reforms and that the barriers to change included reasons such as a failure to recognize the 

need for change, preference to keeping old habits instead of putting in effort to pick up new 

skills, as well as a fear of the unknown. All these factors pose as barriers to mainstream 

teachers’ willingness to embrace inclusive reforms (Greenberg & Baron, 2000).  

 

Shadow Teachers’ Understanding of Role 

 

This factor requires us to revisit the concept of integration. Although inclusion has 

superseded integration (Thomas et al, 2005, p. 21), the latter term still continues to be in use 

in Singapore. Integration refers to the placement of pupils with special needs in mainstream 

schools but unlike inclusion, which aims to create an inclusive environment that is responsive 
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to individual needs, integration is about fitting into existing structures without any 

restructuring of the environment (Thomas et al, 2005; Thomas, 1997).  

 

In this study, the shadow teachers used the term ‘integrate’ and ‘include’ interchangeably. 

The term ‘integration’ was used even though all the shadow teachers were essentially 

describing inclusion and giving examples of inclusive practices. This is probably due to the 

fact that the shadow teachers were unaware of the definition of ‘integration’ as it is used in 

educational contexts, seeing as how the term ‘inclusion’ was not commonly used in 

Singaporean schools either. 

 

Despite the confusion surrounding the usage of the word ‘integration’, the shadow teacher 

exhibited a clear understanding of what their role entailed. They understood that their job was 

to enable the child to be included in the environment by facilitating his or her participation 

and belongingness, even if the word ‘inclusion’ was not specifically mentioned in their job 

description. However, many of the shadow teachers highlighted that they would prefer a set 

of clearer guidelines and protocols when it came to the specifics of what the job required. 

Balshaw and Farrell (2002) as well as many others (Moran & Abbott, 2002, Howard & Ford, 

2007, Ghere & York-Barr, 2007) affirm that clear job descriptions are required so as to 

ensure that work can be done effectively. 

 

5.2.3 Collaboration 
 

In this study, collaboration was the factor stated to have one of the largest (if not the largest) 

impacts on the success of inclusive practices. Collaboration with mainstream teachers and 

support from the school was stated to be of the utmost importance, in line with the sentiments 

of many (Rose, 2000; Clark et al., 1999; Downing, 1996; Jerwood, 1999, Balshaw, 1999). In 

cases where collaboration was successful and shadow teachers had a positive working 

relationship with mainstream teachers and the school, inclusive practices were said to be 

implemented with less difficulty and were reaping successful results. 

 

On the contrary, insufficient and unsuccessful collaboration was listed many times as one of 

the biggest barriers to achieving inclusion. The findings indicated that in general, mainstream 

teachers were not very cooperative and were for the most part not very willing to collaborate 
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with shadow teachers. The responsibility of educating and guiding the pupil with special 

needs was largely left to the shadow teacher. This lack of support was sometimes attributed 

to the fact that the mainstream teachers were busy and had heavy workloads. MOE (2008) 

confirms that mainstream teachers in Singapore have many responsibilities aside from 

teaching, ranging from administrative duties to running co-curricular activities after lessons.  

 

Tension among authority figures was also found to be a concern. Shadow teachers reflected 

that their presence was not always welcomed and was seen as intimidating at times by the 

mainstream teacher. Thomas (1992) cautions that there is a delicate balance in the classroom 

which requires tactful and respectful interaction so as to avoid the potential problems that 

may arise when two adults share the same classroom. 

 

In addition, although school support has been found to be a crucial factor (Moran & Abbott, 

2002), the Singaporean schools with which the shadow teachers in this study worked had 

varying openness towards shadow teaching. This could be attributed to the fact that shadow 

teacher was ‘still a relatively foreign concept here’ (“More Shadow Teachers for Special 

Needs Pupils”, 2012, p.1). Nevertheless, it has been found that more schools were becoming 

receptive to the idea of accepting shadow teachers in the classroom as compared to previous 

years (“More Shadow Teachers for Special Needs Pupils”, 2012). As for implementing 

inclusive practices, some allowed small changes such as modifying the exam duration and 

location, while some were unwilling to ‘allow’ any more modifications to be made. In cases 

like the latter, it is extremely difficult to achieve inclusion. 

 

In this study, international schools were found to be more supportive and cooperative than 

local schools, which tended to be more academically oriented. The different school climates 

were said to be the factor that influenced how cooperative and supportive the mainstream 

teachers were. The shadow teachers pointed out that in international schools, more emphasis 

was placed on ‘learning together while having fun’ and that inclusive practices were ‘part of 

their culture’. This was different from local schools, which focused more on achieving good 

academic results (OECD, 2013). 

 

The shadow teachers also mentioned that there was a lack of resources provided by the 

school. Upon investigation, this could be due to the fact that most of the resources provided 

by the Ministry of Education were allocated to the Allied Educators for use in special support 
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rooms in schools (MOE, 2014). There are usually only one to two such rooms in each school 

and these rooms and resources are shared between all the pupils with special needs in the 

school. Utilising these resources and learning aids would mean the pupil being taken out of 

the classroom for separate lessons in the learning support room, which would be the opposite 

of what inclusive education is. There is a need to provide more resources for pupils with 

special needs that can be used within their own classrooms. 

 

Additionally, the shadow teachers indicated that a close collaborative relationship with 

parents was essential and that it was important that parental expectations were managed 

appropriately. They suggested ways to deal with unrealistic parental expectations and 

recommended that it was important to explain the job scope properly so that there was no 

confusion. Collaboration with other important parties like speech and behavioural therapists, 

and other special needs personnel were also cited as beneficial to the effectiveness of 

strategies. Clark et al. (1999) phrase it aptly: ‘The more that teachers are constrained to work 

individually, deploying routinized and somewhat narrow expertise, the less likely they are to 

develop the flexible problem-solving strategies which will enable them to respond 

appropriately to the diversity of learners in their classrooms’ (p. 158). All parties benefit from 

the sharing of knowledge and expertise that arises from collaboration. 

 

5.2.4 Additional Challenges 
 

Pupil Feeling More ‘Different’ 

 

There were initial concerns, brought up in the literature review, that there might be an issue 

of the pupil feeling even more ‘different’ due to the presence of the shadow teacher (Marks et 

al., 1999; Logan, 2006). However, the findings in this study indicated that this was not an 

issue. Most of the shadow teachers reflected that their pupils felt ‘reassured’ and ‘secure’ in 

their presence, as opposed to feeling different from their peers. Only 1 shadow teacher 

reported that older pupils had the tendency to feel slightly embarrassed about having extra 

attention. Some of the shadow teachers shared that they did not sit directly next to their pupils 

and that they also offered to help other pupils in the classroom, so that their pupils would not 

feel singled out for needing extra assistance. 
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Dependence 

 

As for the problem of over-reliance or ‘learned helplessness’ (Ainscow, 2000; Rose, 2000), 

the shadow teachers admitted that at the beginning, it was difficult to draw the line between 

helping too little and helping too much. As time went by and they began to get to know the 

pupils better, it became easier to know when to step back and let them learn to be 

independent. It must be added that a shadow teacher’s job includes ‘fading off’ as well, and 

this process is done gradually to reduce the dependence that the pupil has on the shadow 

teacher.  

 

Non-uniformity  

 

The shadow teaching industry is a young one (one of the first shadow teaching companies 

was set up in 2011), and the fact that it is not regulated by the government means that there 

are great discrepancies regarding the organization and implementation of shadow teaching 

practices. The findings of this study showed that there were large variations across the 

shadow support industry and different companies implemented different practices. Concerns 

have also been raised about the uneven standards of shadow teachers because there is no 

professional body governing this service (Chia, 2013). According to Ms Carrie Lupoli, 

founder of Live And Learn (a special needs consultancy firm), there are shadow teachers who 

have ‘very limited training, knowledge or supervision’ but parents turn to them as they are 

more affordable (Chia, 2013). Although all the shadow teachers interviewed were trained and 

educated in relevant disciplines, some of them mentioned that they were aware that other 

smaller shadow teaching companies were hiring shadow support staff who had no prior 

experience and training. This is an area of concern, seeing as background, training and 

knowledge are essential in ensuring that inclusion is achieved. 

 

Large Class Sizes 

	  
Some of the shadow teachers also mentioned that large class sizes were not optimal for 

inclusion because the mainstream teacher does not have the time to focus on the pupils with 

special needs. It must be noted that in Singapore, most schools employ a system where pupils 

are ‘streamed’ into different academic streams or bands based on their academic performance 

(MOE, 2014). Most of the time, this results in every class having pupils of approximately the 
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same learning speeds and abilities. The advantage is that the mainstream teachers are able to 

speed up or slow down their teaching speeds based on the learning pace of the pupils. They 

are able to introduce more information (or information of a higher difficulty level) if the 

pupils are able to understand it. However, this poses a problem when one of the pupils has a 

learning difficulty and is unable to learn as fast as the others. The mainstream teacher is 

under a lot of pressure to produce good academic results as well (OECD, 2011; Bedlington, 

1978) and he or she may not want to slow down the pace or to change her teaching methods 

if it means that the other pupils might end up learning less. Education consultant Sarah 

Bowler puts it this way, “There is a grey area for children who fall between the two 

spectrums – too high functioning to need a specialist school, but too low functioning to fit the 

mainstream criteria and flourish in a mainstream environment” (as cited in ‘Specialist 

education for children in Singapore’, 2013). In these cases, these children benefit from 

having a shadow teacher in the classroom who tries to modify the environment to make it 

more inclusive than it otherwise would be. 

 

5.3 Summary of Key Findings 
 

Inclusion in Singapore 

 

This study has allowed us a glimpse of what education in Singapore entails and the current 

situation regarding inclusive education. The findings indicated that most of the aspects of 

inclusion (presence, participation, acceptance and achievement) (Farell, 2004) were fulfilled 

to a certain extent. The shadow teachers reported that pupils were spending most of the time 

in the classroom with their peers, and participating actively. These pupils feel accepted and 

included by their peers and have achieved considerably good results in school as well. 

 

Inclusion dictates that the environment has to be modified to suit the diverse needs of pupils. 

In this study, although the shadow teachers were not able to make massive changes to the 

environment, they were able to implement small changes and strategies that helped their 

pupils to thrive in mainstream classrooms. It can be argued that this is a big step towards a 

more inclusive school. 
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In addition, some shadow teachers mentioned that without their assistance, there was a high 

probability that their pupils would have been taken out of their classrooms for one-on-one 

sessions with the Allied Educator or other special needs personnel. Some schools were also 

on the verge of expelling some pupils unless shadow teachers were hired. This implies that 

shadow teachers play a critical role in ensuring that pupils with special needs were able to be 

educated in mainstream schools and that they had the chance to interact with their peers in 

inclusive environments. 

 

Factors influencing Inclusion 

 

In this study, all of the factors brought up in the literature review were found to influence the 

implementation of inclusive practices. In particular, collaboration, especially collaboration 

with mainstream teachers and the school, was found to be the most deciding factor in 

determining the success or failure of inclusive practices. The second most important factor 

had to be teacher awareness and knowledge about inclusive practices. 

 

All the factors were found to be linked to a certain extent; each factor directly or indirectly 

affected another and all of them had an impact on inclusion. 

 

The school climate impacted teacher attitudes and motivation, which in turn influenced 

teachers’ willingness to collaborate. A lack of awareness (and thus knowledge) of mainstream 

teachers was found to impede their ability to collaborate. The shadow teachers exhibited 

positive attitudes towards inclusion but were hampered by a lack of teacher and school 

support. 

 

This mutual dependence implies that all factors are vital and that schools should work on all 

the different but interdependent components if they want to achieve successful inclusion. 
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6 Conclusion 
 

6.1 Implications for Inclusive Education in Singapore  
 

The essence of this study was to explore shadow teacher experiences and challenges in 

implementing inclusive practices in Singaporean classrooms and to find out which factors 

affected the success of these inclusion policies. The results showed that there was still a lot to 

be done before Singaporean schools would reach some semblance of full inclusion.  

 

Based on the findings of this study, the researcher would like to suggest the following:  

 

It is of the utmost importance to raise awareness about the need for inclusive classroom 

practices. Teacher training and professional development would help to increase awareness 

and knowledge, and this might additionally result in more positive teacher attitudes towards 

collaboration with shadow teachers and other support staff. The Ministry of Education and 

schools need to emphasise that it is vital that mainstream teachers support shadow teachers 

and other relevant parties. In addition, it would be beneficial to provide more manpower in 

schools and reduce class sizes wherever possible.  

 

Achieving inclusion in Singaporean schools will always be a challenge due to conflicting 

objectives – to include everyone and to make sure that nobody gets left behind? Or to teach 

with the aim of producing some pupils with excellent academic results, at the expense of 

neglecting others? 

 

Education is fluid and educational needs are ever-changing. The definition of what a good 

education entails needs to be challenged and re-evaluated. Cultural and mindset changes have 

to happen, and schools need to develop an ‘inclusive school culture’ (Groom & Rose, 2005, 

p. 26) before it will be possible to achieve true inclusion. 

 

The researcher would like to conclude by saying that the outlook for inclusive education in 

Singapore is not as dreary as it seems. Although there is a long road ahead, Singapore has, in 
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fact, come a long way and things are constantly changing for the better. In time to come, it is 

expected that schools will become more inclusive in nature. 

 

6.2 Limitations of the Study 
 

The results of this study are based on the perspectives of a small group of shadow teachers in 

the industry, and said shadow teachers have only worked in a small number of schools. As 

such, the findings cannot be generalised to the larger population. The Singaporean education 

system is also significantly different from many education systems elsewhere in the world 

and therefore the results cannot be said to be representative of other educational contexts.  

 

This study does, however, provide some knowledge about a relatively new phenomenon that 

is shadow teaching and hopefully offers some insight into the implementation of inclusive 

practices in classrooms that employ shadow teachers. 

 

6.3 Potential for Future Research 
 

It would be interesting for future studies to compare the implementation of inclusive practices 

in international schools and local schools to explore if there was a difference in shadow 

teacher experiences in the different school climates. It would also be useful to expand on this 

study by incorporating other research methods such as observation, and to interview other 

parties involved (such as the mainstream teachers, school management, parents and other 

special needs personnel). Furthermore, it would be interesting to explore other factors (not 

examined in this study) that influence inclusion. Lastly, it would be useful to monitor 

developments within the next few years to follow the progress of this industry and to 

compare the extent of inclusion in schools a few years down the road. 
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Appendices 
	  
Appendix 1: The Interview Guide 
 
 
Interview Guide  
 
à Introduction 
à Explaining the study 
à Signing of consent form 
à Start Interview 
 
 
Understanding of Role 
 

1. What is your job description? (Job contract/guidelines)  
 

2. Is your role clearly defined? (e.g. what to do, what not to do?) 
 

3. Are you supposed to work with only 1 pupil or do you offer assistance to other pupils 
in the class as well?  

 
 
Awareness & Knowledge 
 

4. What kind of educational background/working experience do you have? 
 

5. Did you undergo extra training since you’ve started working as a shadow teacher? 
(What kind of training?) 

 
6. How do you define the term “inclusive education”? 

 
7. How much knowledge do you have about implementing inclusive practices? 

 
8. Does your job description focus on Inclusion? 

 
 
Attitudes towards inclusion  
 

9. How do you feel about: 
 

a) inclusion  (positive/neutral/negative attitude) 
 

b) implementing inclusive practices in the classroom? (positive/neutral/negative 
attitude) 

 
10. Would you say that you contribute towards inclusion in Singapore?  
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a) Yes/No 

 
b) Why or why not? / How? 

 
11. Do you consciously try to create an inclusive environment for your pupils? How? 

 
 
Inclusion 
 

12. How often do your pupils get taken out of the classroom? (if at all) 
a) Why? 

 
b) What kind of activities do they do when they are in and when they are out of 

the classroom?  
 

c) To what extent do they participate in activities? 
 

13. To what extent are they accepted among their peers and feel that they belong? 
 

14. Do you think that child characteristics affect the quality of inclusion that they receive? 
Give examples. 

 
15. Would you say that your work with your pupils have helped them to be better 

included in the mainstream school? Elaborate. 
 
 
Shadow Teachers’ Experiences & Challenges 
 

16. What are some of the experiences that you’ve had as a shadow teacher? 
 

a) What kind of support? Activities?  
b) Where do you sit in class?  

 
17. Do you chart/monitor the progress of your pupil? How so?  

 
18. How do you use the results? 

 
19. What is the average length of time that you usually spend working with the same 

pupil before he/she no longer needs shadowing? 
 

20. What are some of the challenges that you’ve had to face? 
 

21. Does the child that you are shadowing feel even more ‘different’ because of your 
presence in the classroom? 

 
22. Is it hard to strike a balance between helping too little and helping too much? 

 
23. Do teachers feel like it takes the responsibility off them, since you are there to help 

the pupil? 
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Collaboration 

24. Are the mainstream teachers trained in SNE? 
 

25. Do the mainstream teachers put in extra effort to adapt the class curriculum 
/environment for those pupils with special needs?  

26. (how?) 
 

27. Do you collaborate with the mainstream teacher? (how often and how?) 
 

28. Does the mainstream teacher involve you in planning? (How often/to what extent?) 
 

29. Do you get sufficient support from the school? 
 

30. Collaboration with parents: how often do you update them, what kind of information 
do you tell them? 

 
31. How do you cope with or manage parents’ expectations? 

 
32. Do you collaborate with other shadow teachers or other special needs personnel? 

 
 
Private Industry 
 

33. Does the fact that this is a private industry in Singapore affect your role in any way? 
 

 
34. (Is there a difference that this is a private industry and does this change anything?) 

 
 
Conclusion 
 

35. Do you have any suggestions regarding shadow teaching and how to improve it? 
 

36. Do you have any other comments? 
 
 
 
à Convey thanks 
à End interview 
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Appendix 2: The Letter of Consent 
 

Request for participation in research project 
 

 

Factors Influencing the Success of Inclusive Practices  

in Singaporean Schools 

Shadow Teachers’ Perspectives 
 
 

 
Background and Purpose 

 
Dear participant, my name is Melanie Ng and I am currently studying a Master of Philosophy 
in Special Needs Education at the University of Oslo, Norway. As part of my post-graduate 
studies, I will be undertaking research regarding Shadow Teachers employed in mainstream 
classrooms.  

I would like to investigate if shadow teachers, on top of helping the pupils assimilate into 
mainstream schools, simultaneously contribute towards the goal of inclusive schools and to 
examine their experiences in contributing towards inclusion. My research question is: what 
are shadow teachers experiences in contributing towards inclusive practices in Singapore 
schools? The focus will be on the shadow teachers and their experiences, and the questions 
will be examined from their perspective. 

As part of this research, I will interview shadow teachers who are working with children with 
special needs in mainstream classrooms, and who have at least 1 year of experience working 
in this field. Participants who are willing to participate and who meet this criteria will be 
selected. 

 

What does participation in the project imply? 

Semi-structured interviews will be the method of data collection. An interview guide as well 
as a keyword list will be used during the interviews. The interview guide will contain a list of 
open-ended questions that have been derived from the aims and objectives of this study. The 
interviews will be informal and flexible, and carried out in a conversational style. The 
interviews are expected to last between 35-60 minutes and will be recorded with an audio 
recorder. Questions include: What is your job description? Would you say that you contribute 
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towards inclusion in Singapore? What are some of the challenges that you have had to face?, 
and so forth. 

 
What will happen to the information about you? 

 
All personal data will be treated confidentially. Identifying information will not be collected 
and only the researcher (me) and my supervisor will have access to the data. The data and 
recordings will be stored in a password-protected laptop, accessible only by the researcher. 
Participants will not be recognizable in the publication and specific details will be omitted. 
 
 
The project is scheduled for completion by August, 2015. After which all data and recordings 
will be deleted. 

 
Voluntary participation 

 
It is voluntary to participate in the project, and you can at any time choose to withdraw your 
consent without stating any reason. If you decide to withdraw, all your personal data will be 
made anonymous.  

 
If you would like to participate or if you have any questions concerning the project, please 
contact Melanie Ng at (email emitted). 

 

The study has been notified to the Data Protection Official for Research, Norwegian Social 
Science Data Services. 

 
 
Consent for participation in the study 
 

I would like to participate in the study, “Shadow teachers’ Experiences in Contributing 
Towards Inclusion in Singapore”.  
 
I have received information regarding the study and I am also aware that I am able to 
withdraw at any time without prejudice or reason.  
 
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
(Signed by participant, date) 
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Participation in this research is greatly appreciated by myself and the University of Oslo.  
 
 

Yours sincerely,  
       Melanie Ng  
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Appendix 3: Permission from NSD 
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