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This paper presents a conceptual framework to support the development of a
guideline on the roles and responsibilities for general and special needs
educators toward supporting inclusive transitions in Malaysian primary
schools. Various studies have consistently reported that Malaysian general
and special needs educators are assuming multifaceted roles and
responsibilities in inclusive education without proper direction, counsel or
instructions. Along with the statistical increase in the enrolment of students
into inclusive classrooms (MoE, 2016a), literature has also shown major shifts
to the role of the educators are also evident with the introduction of new
instructional methods, curriculums, and assessments (Rouse, 2008). Despite
the widespread support for inclusion at a philosophical level, minimal
guidelines are currently available to support these novel roles and
responsibilities in the inclusive transition process. Numerous studies in local
literature have consistently demonstrated that the shifts in roles have caused
educators to feel that they are not fully equipped to support inclusive
transitions, are out of their depth, and are assuming new roles without proper
regulations and guidelines for their roles (Sukumaran et al., 2014). Therefore,
the central thesis of this conceptual paper is that clear roles and
responsibilities are vital in supporting better transitions and educational
outcomes; that a full understanding of expected roles and responsibilities will
produce more effective implementation of inclusion. Based on Schlossberg’s
Transition Theory, Danielson’s Framework, and several theories on roles, the
concepts central to the framework are explained. Finally, a supportive
framework is presented to illustrate how educators can negotiate their roles
and responsibilities toward supporting the stages of inclusive transitions.
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The United Nation’s Children’s Fund [UNICEF] (2014) defines the term
“inclusion” as an ideology that expresses full commitment toward educating
each and every child with equal opportunity and support to reach their fullest
potential. The criteria of inclusive education recognizes critical elements of civil
rights, equal access, equal opportunities as well as a sense of belonging,
participation, and shared ownership in everyday functions of the classroom
(UNESCO, 2009). The inclusive philosophy in special education essentially
captures the ideology of a society that is all-embracing and accepting. The key
objective of inclusion in special education is to enable all students including
students with special needs to have equal opportunities and access to learn
alongside their typical peers without being segregated or penalized because of
their disabilities or their abilities in a least restrictive environment; and one of
the ways to provide equal opportunities is to provide the chance to learn
alongside their peers in general education classrooms (UNICEF, 2014).

While the implementation of inclusion has offered great strides toward serving
the interests of students with special needs, putting inclusion into practice has
proven to be difficult in Malaysia because of the vast discrepancies currently
existing in Malaysian special education (Muhamad Khairul Anuar & Abdul Rahim,
2016; Zalizan Mohd. Jelas & Manisah Mohd. Ali, 2014). A wealth of debate exists
on the implementation of inclusive practices, ranging from discourse on the legal
definitions of “inclusion” to policies, and more practical issues such as
professional skills, training, resources, logistics, and placements (e.g.: Lee &
Low, 2014; Mohd Kamel Idris, 2011; Mohd Zuri Ghani, Aznan Che Ahmad &
Suzana Ibrahim, 2014; Sukumaran, Loveridge & Green, 2014; Zalizan Mohd. Jelas,
2000). Hence, while the Malaysian government has been championing inclusive
practices in recent years, putting inclusion into seamless educational practice
might not be as easy as it seems and may require more attention to detail.

For educational professionals in the field of inclusion, this would mean that
they are required to be more knowledgeable and well versed with a variety of
skills, understand diversity, and be professionally capable to support multiple
range of disabilities and special needs (Beutel, 2010) which range from visual
impairments, hearing impairments, speech impairments, physical impairments,
to learning disabilities in Malaysia (MoE, 2015). Perhaps the most important
professional skill in supporting inclusion lies in the educators’ flexibility to move
away from the traditional roles of a classroom educator to embrace role shifts
that are not confined to the typical instructions in a four walled classroom
(Muhamad Khairul Anuar & Abdul Rahim, 2016). Integrating and including
students with special needs into general classrooms may force educators to
leave their comfort zone and embrace non-traditional instruction techniques.
Hence, proponents of inclusion need to be able cite the paradigm shifts that
inclusion brings – expanding their classrooms, instructional methods, as well
as embracing a growing number of novel responsibilities. The pressure to
becoming a “good” educator able to meet the needs of all students regardless
of their needs is immense.
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At present, the Malaysian statistics display that in 2016, approximately 30%
of 76,166 students with special needs were enrolled into the inclusive programs
offered by the Malaysian primary schools (Ministry of Education, 2016a).
Drawing from those statistics, it is indisputable that a growing number of
students are being enrolled into general inclusive classrooms each year, and
henceforth, also a large and growing number of students with special needs
who experience transitions from a special to inclusive classroom daily. In spite
of that, a sizable amount of local literature has demonstrated consistent and
recurring themes of inadequacy, low levels of knowledge, limited training, and
an overall lack of preparedness to deal with inclusion and its transitions in the
literature’s reports and findings (Bailey, Nomanbhoy & Tubpun, 2015;
Khairuddin, Dally, & Foggett, 2016; Lee & Low, 2013; Sukumaran et al., 2014;
Zalizan, 2010). Based on these studies, what we do know is that there seems to
be a consistent perceived lack of readiness from the educators to receive
students in inclusive classrooms because of a variety of factors – which shows
with clarity that a majority of the Malaysian general and special needs educators
are not fully equipped to support inclusive transitions, are out of their depth,
and are expected to assume more novel and new responsibilities without proper
guidance or instructions on their roles and responsibilities as supportive
transition educators (Chaudhary, 2016; Lai, 2015; Nurul Husna & Nik Suryani,
2016; Sukumaran et al., 2014). The Deputy Minister of Education Datuk P.
Kamalanathan also shared similar concerns regarding the lack of trained
educators to deal with inclusion and the need for more educators to be properly
guided in inclusive education to meet the needs of the growing number of
students enrolled in inclusive programs (Fahmy, 2016).

Despite a plethora of evidence indicating that supported transitions have
important effects on the well-being, motivation and learning capacity of students
(Featherston, 2004), the resulting effect of being overwhelmed with
responsibilities that the educators have not yet come to identify with, has
created significant resistance and negativity towards supporting inclusive
transitions. Local studies have shown that both general and special needs
educators feature some form of reluctance towards implementing inclusion and
setting up transitional support plans due to insufficient understanding of their
roles and the fear of the unknown (eg.: Khairul Farhah Khairuddin et al., 2016;
Mukundan & Khandehroo, 2010). Studies have also shown that hints of role
conflicts are present between general and special needs educators due to their
lack of knowledge of their roles and responsibilities in supporting transitions
(Khairul Farhah Khairuddin et al., 2016; Sukumaran et al., 2014). Findings have
shown these problems can potentially create detrimental work hazards such as
job stress as well as emotional burn outs and evidenced that these occurrences
are currently taking place where stress caused by dissonance, conflicting
understandings of their roles and personal disequilibrium are leading a
significant increase in emotional burn outs and rising attrition rates among
educators in Malaysia (Mohd Kamel Idris, 2011; Mohd Zuri Ghani et al., 2014).
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Consequently, being prepared to embrace additional responsibilities is
extremely vital to the physical, emotional and mental capacity of educators.
Critical attention has been given by various studies on the effects of teacher
preparation toward inclusion and special education. Various studies that refer
to teacher preparation in inclusion declare that any form of training, guidelines
or preparation are unquestionably influential in producing educators who are
confident in their classroom management, instructional methods, and developing
positive attitudes toward their tasks and job responsibilities (Dukes, Darling,
& Gallagher, 2016; Dukes, Darling, & Kim, 2014; Sindelar, McCray, Brownell, &
Lignugaris/ Kraft, 2014). Hence, understanding clear roles and responsibilities
is vital in supporting better transitions and educational outcomes; a full
understanding of their expected roles and responsibilities will produce more
effective implementation of inclusion. In the words of Takala, Pirttimaa, and
Törmänen (2009), “when guidelines are clearer…, future educators will be able
to focus on the learning process, on co-operation with educational staff within
the schools and on helping students achieve their individual learning goals
even better. In other words, these teachers would be able to focus on the
essential aspects of education” (p.170).

As effective implementation of inclusion involves preparing both general
and special needs educators to understand their roles and responsibilities in
supporting transitions, the author has captured the principal concepts to the
idea of transitions within inclusion and constructed these concepts into a
framework. This framework provides a comprehensive view of an inclusive
transition process and the educators’ role in supporting this lengthy process,
which are centrally placed in this framework. In order for educators to be fully
equipped and proficient in supporting transitions, this paper represents a
framework that takes into account the individuality and differentiation of each
transition process, and recognizes the individual characteristics and external
occurrences that are important to educators in navigating their roles. The
incorporated concepts are from theories concerning the aspect of transitions
(Schlossberg, 1984), professional roles (Danielson, 2011), and sociocultural
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Getzels & Guba, 1955). The following Figure 1 provides
an illustration of the concepts emerging from these theories.

Figure 1. Concepts of the roles and responsibilities in supporting
inclusive transitions.
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THE CONCEPTS

The three concepts involved in this study, the aspect of transitions,
professional roles, and sociocultural, underlie the author’s study on the
emerging role and responsibilities of educators in supporting transitions from
special to inclusive settings. These concepts expound on how an educator
works to negotiate professional roles and responsibilities during the process
of supporting a student’s transition and provides a supportive theoretical view
on how these three concepts work together in tandem to provide clearer roles
in supporting better transitions and educational outcomes of inclusion. As the
basis of inclusion involves social integration and is founded on a societal
ideology, the foundation of the following incorporated concepts from the
theories capture an ecological perspective and the relationships between the
educators with their colleagues and their environment.

Concept 1: Transitions

Inclusion involves the process of including students with special needs into
the inclusive classroom where the transition provides them with the opportunity
to develop academically and socially with typical peers. Transitions are at the
core of inclusive education. Students in inclusion undergo the process of moving
from one educational setting to another and navigate through the process of
transitions from a special classroom to an inclusive classroom. One of the
hallmarks of inclusion is in its societal ideology and the importance of social
integration as part of the entire philosophy of equal learning opportunities.

Schlossberg (1984) presented a model of transition that emphasizes the
ecological perspective to transitions, unlike most transition theorists who pay
greater attention to the intrinsic dispositions when experiencing transitions. He
illustrated transition as a process of student-environment interaction and
described transition as a process of adaptation, coping and stress that
accompanies change into a new environment. Schlossberg (1984) believed that
transitions are a continuum process rather than a singular event, and stated that
individuals differ in their ability to adapt to change comfortably. She explained
that human adaptation undergoes a series of processes with which coping is
necessary. The concept of transitions in the lenses of inclusive education falls
in a continuum as students move from what is familiar, through a period of
transition, to arrive at a forecasted destination of behaving and thinking
appropriately. Every student differs in the ability to adapt to change comfortably,
and through the lenses of inclusive transitions, triumphing the challenges of
transitions in a new classroom provides inclusive students with a steeper learning
curve and greater level of stress on students with special needs.

The concept of transition involves holistic changes, steeper learning curves
and greater levels of stress on students with special needs as they are not only
required to adapt intellectually and socially, but also accustom themselves to
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physical and emotional separation of familiarity (Hadley, 2011). Students are
impacted, experience stress, and cope to changes differently even though they
encounter similar transition changes. Students who are more prepared prior to
the transitions tend to experience smoother transitions than others in similar
situations. Schlossberg believed in deep links between the interaction of
individuals and their physical environment and wrote on the simultaneous
negotiation between individual characteristics and the external occurrences. She
linked them with the capacity of individuals to cope with change.

In this aspect, Schlossberg’s theory is relevant and important to understand
that coping with transitions is not isolated to the student experiencing change
but to the social environmental system surrounding the student. Her conviction
directly applied to inclusive transitions and indicates that educators are a key
social element to determining how a student perceives the situation of change
into a different classroom. How students behave in response to the change
process is highly dependent on how supported they are throughout the process.

Presently, both general educators and special needs educators involved in
inclusion are expected to support transitions of a diverse group of students with
special needs. This may be a problem for many educators who are not fully
equipped to comprehend how a transition may affect individuals with special
needs as well as how it can promote or hamper student learning. Current
knowledge in inclusive guidelines provide a rather rudimentary view of their
inclusive roles and responsibilities, and do not proficiently expound on the
concept of transitions. The role of the special needs educators are described in
very elementary terms in the inclusive guidelines as (1) identifying students with
special needs who are eligible for inclusive education, (2) being a shadow teacher
during teaching and learning, and (3) as a resource teacher to individualize
teaching aids for students with special needs. Meanwhile, general educators
according to the guidelines are expected to (1) implement inclusive teaching and
learning, (2) collaborate with special needs educators on the student’s
development and academic progress, as well as (3) report the developmental and
academic progress of the students (MoE, 2013). While rather rudimentary and
not descriptive of the transition stages, it is clear that a paradigm shift is therefore
needed to understand the vital elements of transitions and how pivotal an
educator’s role is in supporting or hampering the adaptation process.

Concept 2: Professional Roles

Danielson (2011) introduces her concept of role domains, which is utilised to
support this study. Danielson produced a model that empirically categorized
and sketched what she believed to be the four cornerstones of an educator’s
work. While her purpose was to provide educators with a standard for self-
assessment and evaluation, the pre-set domains are relevant to serve as a guide
to the various components of an educator’s daily role and underlying
responsibilities in teaching and learning. Danielson’s model supports inclusive
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practices. Firmly rooted in this model are four domains of roles that can be
viewed as vital to both general and special educators in inclusion, which include
the aspect of (1) planning and preparation, (2) classroom environment, (3)
instructional methods, and (4) professional duties. Through her model,
Danielson intended to provide a structure to the complex activity of teaching.
According to Danielson, “the components of professional practice are a
comprehensive framework reflecting the many different aspects of teaching”
and can be used to guide novice or experienced educators, general or special
educators in reflecting the many different aspects of teaching.

The framework clearly articulates the critical attributes, definitions, and
expectations of an educator’s emerging roles in current education systems.
Therefore, Danielson’s concept of role domains can be considered as an
important element of understanding the roles and responsibilities in transitional
support. Danielson actively implies that the roles and responsibilities tabled
out in the model can be infused into any aspect of education, including special
education. This model emphasizes the point that educators, in present-day
classrooms of transitional support, are tasked with the roles of providing holistic
and integrated education.

It can be concluded that Danielson’s model clearly articulates the
philosophy of the Malaysian education system of achieving holistic education.
According to the Guideline of Rehabilitation Class Implementation (MoE, 2015),
educators are expected to perform their role in the area of planning and
preparation, instructional methods, professional collaboration duties with other
professionals, families and the community, besides taking charge of their
personal professional development. Hence, the author, through this model
shows the essentiality of understanding the primary roles and responsibilities
of a general and special educator within inclusive education in order to
understand clearer roles and responsibilities within the transition process.

Concept 3: Sociocultural

With a growing number of students with special needs being enrolled in inclusive
education, a growing number of students are experiencing transitions daily and
in need of transitional support. Hence, the roles of both general and special
needs educators have become increasingly complex, demanding, and exhaustive
as they fulfil additional demands and professional responsibilities of inclusion
and transition (Hazri Jamil, Nordin Abd. Razak, Reena Raju, & Abdul Rashid
Mohamed, 2007). The concept of sociocultural here refers to the discussion
on the roles and responsibilities of the educators in supporting transitions. It
is titled sociocultural as a tribute to the essence of “roles and responsibilities”
that is incomplete without understanding that roles are constantly affected by
sociocultural and environmental factors.

When we talk about roles, an analogous picture of a stage actor comes to
mind. Actors occupy a certain role and performance of the role is determined
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by the script, judged by the people who react to the performance, performed as
how they interpret it, and ultimately, by their own capabilities to perform the
role. Essentially, this analogy explains that the actor’s role is determined by
external influences (script and the judgment of and personal dispositions
(interpretation & capabilities/ skills). Hence, “roles” are a result of an interactive
process between personal needs dispositions, institutional needs, and cultural
values (Biddle & Thomas, 1966).

Roles theories have been discussed by different theorists and researchers,
but the ideology of roles as being ecological and a result of environmental
influences were advocated by two theorists, namely Getzels-Guba as well as
Bronfenbrenner. Getzels and Guba’s (1955) role theory model introduces the
audience to a different discussion aspect of roles – bringing to light the
understanding of roles and responsibilities as one that is affected by social and
cultural aspects rather than personal dispositions. Drawing from social
psychology theories, the concept of roles involves the awareness of the
circumstances surrounding an educator as well as how their behaviors and
interpretation of roles are effected by their personality, environment, social and
cultural factors. Getzels-Guba’s model defines roles and the educators’ enacted
behaviour of their roles as result of an interactive process between personal
needs dispositions, institutional needs, and cultural values. They focused on
intrinsic aspects of roles and how educators make meaning, identify, and construct
their roles in the presence of social and cultural norms or values. They believe
that educators’ interpretation and enacting of their role is affected by their
personality, environment, social and cultural factors; however, they pay more
attention to how these factors affect the educators’ personal negotiation of roles.

Meanwhile, Bronfenbrenner’s model (1979) also supports the similar
philosophy that the creation of roles is a result of an ecological negotiation
between the environment and the educator. An adaptation of Bronfenbrenner’s
model places an apt addition to Getzels-Guba’s model by sharing the same
central ecological idea while focusing more on uncovering the web of the social
environment. He suggested that the school, which is a social environment, is a
“set of nested structures, each inside each other like a set of Russian dolls”
(1994, p. 39) and is made up of various layers of social environment. Given the
dynamic relationship of the school environment, Bronfenbrenner regarded the
school as organized by various layers; starting from the most immediate layer
of classroom practices, professional collaborations, organizational structure and
policy, and finally the outermost layer of culture and values. All four subsystems
influence an educator’s mitigation of their roles and play an important part in
influencing or affecting their identification of roles, role balance, transition of
role, role conflicts, or role overloads.

Both models emphasize the point that any move toward clarifying the roles
and responsibilities of educators in transitional support practices should not
discount the salient factors of the social environment towards the educators.
Bronfenbrenner (1994) believed that the inability to perform their roles effectively



66 Inclusive Education

is a result of external social attitudes and barriers created by the social environment.
It is necessary to interrupt the present mind set as advised by Getzels and Guba
(1955), as well as Bronfenbrenner (1979); progressive with the shift of philosophical
paradigms of special education attitudes. A conclusion can be drawn that a
paradigm shift is needed when discussing educators’ roles and responsibilities
in inclusive transitions; not one that involves an oversimplified and facile
understanding of the general and special needs educators’ roles but one that
greatly involves environmental factors. As the discussion of roles cannot be
detached from the environmental influences, it is necessary to include the concept
of sociocultural in understanding the roles and responsibilities of educators in
supporting transitions and reasons for its influence.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Finally, all three concepts derived from four different theories come together to
provide an illustrative and supportive conceptual framework to support the
author’s study. The following Figure 2 provides an illustration of the centrally
placed three stages of transitions as well as the roles and responsibilities that the
general and special needs educators have toward supporting these transition
stages. On the outer layers, the intrinsic influences such as the educators’
personality and needs dispositions and extrinsic influences such as the society,
culture and the organization, are displayed to envelop the professional roles and
responsibilities of educators toward supporting the transition process.

Figure 2. Conceptual framework of general and special educators’ roles and
responsibilities towards supporting transitions.



Journal of Special Needs Education, Vol. 7, 2017 67

The figure provides a visual aid in understanding that the educators have four
primary professional roles toward and in each stage of inclusive transition; and
the negotiation of these professional roles by the educators is influenced by
intrinsic and extrinsic factors. Further research is recommended to test the
applicability of this framework.
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