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Abstract 
The aim of this study was to investigate attitudes of teachers toward a pedagogy of inclusion in their classroom, focusing on differences between teachers in schools with lower SES populations and those in schools with more affluent students, and between homeroom as opposed to subject teachers. Our study population consisted of 214 teachers from Jewish secondary schools (seventh through twelfth grade) in Israel’s state school system. The schools surveyed were classified by socioeconomic level (high, intermediate or low). The study demonstrates that teachers in low-SES schools report more inclusive attitudes and behaviour than do teachers in high-SES schools. Another key finding was that homeroom teachers self-report greater inclusiveness than do subject teachers. This finding is very important for the Israeli high-school system, since subject teachers constitute roughly 70% of its teaching personnel, whereas students engage with homeroom teachers, on average, no more than ten percent of their time in school. In the context of exclusive practices, we found a lack of differentiation between various types of behavioural problems: teachers responded to aggressive or disruptive behaviour in the same manner as they would handle disengagement, truancy, or learning avoidance. Finally, with regard to the form of punishment imposed by schools, a common response encountered in this study was the withholding of remedial instruction in response to problematic behaviour.
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Introduction

Recent studies have demonstrated the robust connection between socioeconomic status and academic achievement in the Israeli school system (OECD 2010, 2013; RAMA 2010, 2013, 2014). According to these findings, the academic performance of students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds is significantly poorer than that of their more affluent peers. The results of Israel’s MEITZAV achievement tests
 for the 2011/2012 school year further confirm that academic achievement is directly affected by socioeconomic background. The 2012 summary report of the National Authority for Measurement and Evaluation in Education (hereafter: RAMA) concerning student performance on the MEITZAV tests in both Hebrew- and Arabic-speaking schools points to noticeable gaps in academic achievement between students from different socioeconomic levels, with higher socioeconomic status associated with better student performance.

As demonstrated in the PISA 2009 and 2012 studies, however, several countries have managed to alter this equation so that the academic level of their students does not necessarily correlate with their socioeconomic status (OECD 2010, 2013).
 The school systems in these countries have created approaches that enable the school to compensate for the weak points in the student’s home environment so that all students can benefit from the excellent education needed to offset their background. Based on these findings, it is our premise that the principles of inclusive education, in which schools incorporate groups from all strata of the population, can be combined with the pursuit of greater academic achievement for all students. 

Nonetheless, to bring students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds to this point, schools must make substantive changes in their educational and organisational approach. Despite the emphasis in recent years on the drop-out problem and ‘education for all’, it is difficult to adapt the system to all students. However, in keeping with PISA 2009 (which found that the nexus between quality of education and financial and human resources can be broken), our premise is that academic achievement is largely dependent on embracing diversity among students. This in turn depends on the professionalism and social/educational values of the principal, the administration, and the teaching staff. 

The purpose of this article is to examine teachers’ perceptions of their own inclusive practices in the context of socioeconomic disadvantage. The present study was conducted in both advantaged and disadvantaged schools as classified by the Strauss index, a measure of disadvantage used to determine resource allocation in Israel (Ministry of Education 2007). The index comprises four dimensions, weighted as follows: level of education of the most educated parent (40%); school location - center versus periphery of country (20%); socioeconomic status of family (20%); poverty level in country of origin of immigrant parent (20%). All Israeli students are ranked by their degree of disadvantage, and a school average is calculated.

The present paper grew out of a longitudinal study, now in its fourth year, centered on a comparison of teachers’ attitudes toward inclusiveness in schools with populations on a higher socioeconomic level versus those with students from poorer socioeconomic backgrounds (Razer, Mittelberg, Motola, Bar-Gosen 2013, 2014). We will be presenting one portion of this study here, focused on the following questions: What are teachers’ attitudes concerning inclusive practice in their schools? What is their perception of their own role in this practice? How do they deal with students who fail academically or misbehave? In what way do they perceive their role toward students who ‘do not fit in’?  
This paper aims to contribute to the theory and practice of inclusive education by illustrating several factors that influence teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion. We would argue that inclusive practices are a function, first and foremost, of the teacher’s own role perception. 

Tension between inclusion and achievement in the Israeli school system 

Israel’s school system is characterised by curriculum differentiation into rigid high school tracks whereby students from immigrant groups and/or family situations characterized by breakdown, violence, and neglect are disadvantaged (Ayalon and Shavit 2004; Mizrachi, Goodman and Feniger 2013; Resh and Dar 2011). These students have the potential to succeed, but become caught up in a cycle of failure that culminates in dropping out or, more frequently, becoming ‘hidden dropouts’ who are formally registered but do not participate in learning in a meaningful way (Lahav 2012). Most Israeli schools employ an assimilative rather than a multicultural approach (Sever 2002), making it difficult to integrate students from lower socioeconomic status and to improve their academic performance. This approach reduces the ability of the student – as a child of immigrants, member of a minority group, or speaker of a different mother tongue – to cope with the educational demands of school (Borg, Borg and Stranahan 2012). Teachers in such settings rarely have the training or support to work effectively with these students, and consequently experience chronic failure, low self-efficacy, and feelings of blame (Mor 2007; Razer et al 2011; Sulimani 2006). Achievement tests introduce an element of competition into learning, and lead to a perception of rank as a supreme value (Tamir 2011). 

Schools in Israel are called upon to fulfill two contradictory tasks: On the one hand, they are expected to function in the traditional manner, chiefly as organisations for imparting education, while on the other they are required to be socially inclusive and to adapt themselves to all of their students. In general, schools are evaluated on the basis of their success in meeting the first objective. Since high schools are evaluated based on the percentage of students who matriculate and their average matriculation scores, the presence of ‘marginal’ students is often experienced as jeopardizing the school’s prestige.

Though schools are expected to be more inclusive, there are no indicators of their performance in this area, nor is there a suitable system in place. Schools attempt to embrace all populations based on an ethical stance of equality and a desire to ‘mend’ society; but including lower-SES populations (that is, those with lower socioeconomic status) endangers the high level of achievement that is expected of the school and to which it aspires. Contemporary educational discourse is focused largely on standards, assessment, and outputs of the upper median of the population. This drives the entire system toward extensive use of tracking and to social exclusion within the school. Israel, like many countries, needs a system of standards attuned to meaningful improvement in academic performance in the lower median as well. This will require a comprehensive change in the paradigms of teaching, learning and assessment; the organisation of the country’s schools; and the policies of the Ministry of Education.

What is inclusive pedagogy?

UNESCO’s Education for All (EFA) initiative, launched in Jomtien, Thailand, in 1990, takes a broad-based approach to the issue of social exclusion in schools. The obvious question is how school systems can be geared to meet the different needs of their many and varied students while providing them with comprehensive knowledge and education suited to the needs of industrial, technological societies with diverse populations.

The PISA 2009 and 2012 studies examined the features of successful schools, namely, higher-than-average levels of achievement, and equal learning opportunities for all students, regardless of their socioeconomic background. Successful school systems tend to be all-embracing, calling for teachers and schools to accept a high degree of diversity. A comparison between OECD member states reveals that school systems differ from one another in the amount of time, human capital, and financial resources invested in equal education for all. However, the parameters described here do not represent resources but value-based positions with respect to school policies and procedures. These parameters lie at the heart of the school’s ability to act inclusively toward its students. 

A considerable body of research has shown that schools function as agents of social exclusion (Meo and Parker 2004; Munn and Lloyd 2005; Razer, Friedman and Warshofsky 2012; Swirski and Dagan-Buzaglo 2011; UNESCO 2009). Among the recurring themes in this literature is the way in which an achievement-based framing of education emphasizes conformity to set standards, leaving little room for sensitivity to the needs of young people who do not fit rigid, formal bureaucratic categories )Hall et al. 2004; McCluskey 2008; Opertti and Brady 2011; Rose, Daiches and Potier 2012; Wright 2009). If inclusive education is defined as Education for All, then policies, curricula, processes, and settings must provide appropriate responses to the unique characteristics of each learner (Acedo 2008; Ainscow and Miles 2008;  Opertti and Brady 2011; Opertti, Brady and Duncombe  2009). Working toward this goal requires innovative teachers and teaching practices that address the needs of highly diverse learners without marginalising or stigmatising them within the broader educational system (Opertti et al. 2009). 

In recent years, an entire doctrine known as the psychosocial educational approach has emerged, based on the professional philosophy and practice of teachers who work with excluded students (Alterman-Shasha and Benbenishty 2014; Hamenachem 2014; Mor 2006; Mor and Luria 2014; Razer 2014). In this method, significant educational figures in the school who are involved in the child’s life are able to provide a real substitute for psychotherapy by offering nurturing and guidance in a natural setting that contribute to the student’s growth as he/she copes with learning, emotional, and social tasks (Mor 2007). According to this approach, students in need are particularly responsive to psycho-educational interventions that show sensitivity to their unique needs. Various tools have been developed to assist educators in understanding the subjective perspective of the student and to identify higher educational and psycho-social needs (Kapel-Green 2007). 
One important response to exclusion in schools is to ‘hold’ and nurture the students – even when the desire to punish, reject, rebuff, or take revenge is overpowering (Razer, Friedman, and Warshofsky 2013). To refrain from deserting them can be a truly challenging task. The key issue when we speak of inclusive pedagogy is the struggle against abandonment.

Many students come to school burdened with difficult emotional experiences from their homes, communities, and previous schooling. When these emotions manifest themselves as failure or disruptive behaviour, they often overwhelm teachers, who cope by emotionally abandoning their students, reinforcing the experience of exclusion. If, however, school faculties can create stable holding environments, they can help young people to ‘pull themselves together’ and develop a healthier, integrated sense of self.
In the questionnaire used in the present study, we examined how aware teachers are of the need to ‘hold’ troubled students, and to what extent they engage in rejection when confronted with disruptive behaviours or with disengagement.

We expect teachers to build an environment that compensates for students’ socioeconomic background – one that entails empathetic dialogue, nurturing authority, amicable interaction with parents, and personalised pedagogy (Razer et al. 2011). It is important to note that the literature on inclusive education recommends that teachers familiarise themselves with their students’ life situations and view their actions as part of the broader context of their lives (Mor 2006). In the face of a particular behaviour by a student, we would expect the teacher to consider the relevant background and circumstances before responding.  

In previous studies, we found two key behaviours of teachers that intensify exclusion and alienation on the part of students: (1) engaging in a power struggle with the student, involving shouting and/or punishing; and (2) giving in to students out of weakness, apathy or helplessness, and consequently not insisting on an assignment being performed (Krumer-Nevo 2003; Razer et al. 2011). These findings informed the questionnaire designed for the present study, which examines, inter alia, to what extent teachers take the social background of the student into consideration before responding, and whether they create a personalised pedagogy that reflects their understanding of the student’s needs and abilities as separate from his or her explicit behaviours. 
Differential role perceptions of homeroom and subject teachers 

A major aspect of the present study is the way in which teachers perceive their roles, and specifically, the differences between homeroom teachers and subject teachers. In the Israeli school system, these are two distinct roles, with different pay scales and work practices (Bakshi-Brosh 2005). The role of the homeroom teacher, as defined by Israel’s Ministry of Education (2014), entails responsibility for all social and scholastic issues involving the student. Homeroom teachers are expected to promote academic achievement in all subjects studied and, at the same time, deal with the social cohesion of the class, meeting needs that are not strictly academic. Tadmor (1999) emphasises the importance of the homeroom teacher as someone students can rely on, who listens to their troubles, supports and encourages them.

The job definition of subject teachers differs in scope and emphasis from that of homeroom teachers. According to the Ministry of Education definition (2014), the former teach specific subjects in the various grades in accordance with their certification and the program set for them by the principal. They are responsible for teaching the subject matter and instilling good learning and work habits in their students. Their success is measured quantitatively in various standardised tests at the school, national, and international levels. It follows that the role of the subject teacher is focused on imparting knowledge and assessing the students’ achievements. 

The distinctions between these job definitions lead to differences in the way that homeroom and subject teachers handle the learning process and respond to students’ behaviour. Subject teachers are more oriented toward quantitative assessment focused on scholastic achievement and academic performance. Homeroom teachers, by contrast, take a broader view of their students (observing them scholastically, socially and in the context of their family), and are presumably more attuned to processes of social inclusion and exclusion in the classroom. The role of the homeroom teacher in Israel, as defined in theory and expressed in practice, is largely unparalleled in the school systems of other countries (Bakshi-Brosh 2005). 

Over and above these distinctions, it is important to note that less than 20% of teachers in Israeli high schools are homeroom teachers  (Ministry of Education 2014). Moreover, students engage with their homeroom teacher for an average of only three out of 40 weekly classroom hours (Central Bureau of Statistics 2013). (It should be noted that this is not the case in primary schools, where homeroom teachers interact with their students daily for the majority of school hours.) The situation in the high-school system is problematic, since the teachers who are formally responsible for the progress of the student as a whole in fact spend very little time with them. 

Methodology

To examine inclusive and exclusive attitudes among teachers, we focused on two key variables: socioeconomic status of the school and students, and differences in role perception between homeroom teachers and subject instructors. We posed two key questions: 

a.
Are there differences in teachers’ attitudes and behaviour – specifically, the use of inclusive practices – between schools with disadvantaged populations and those in schools with more affluent students? And if so, how are these differences expressed?

b.
How do homeroom and subject teachers differ in their perceptions of inclusive and exclusive professional behaviour? 

Our hypothesis was that homeroom teachers, as compared with subject teachers, would tend to have a more inclusive, tolerant, empathetic perception of their professional role. We expected to find that the job description of subject teachers (which centers on the task of teaching their students), as distinct from that of homeroom teachers (which focuses on their duty to view students in their entirety – both scholastically and socially), would influence their divergent responses to their students. 

Study participants

The study population consisted of 214 teachers from five six-year high schools (seventh through twelfth grades) in northern Israel, all of them part of the Jewish state-school system.
 Some teach junior high school only, some high school only, and some both. The schools included in the study are all involved in inclusive education, and have held teacher-training courses and workshops on this issue.
 

For purposes of this study, two A-level schools (high socioeconomic status), two C-level schools (low status), and one B-level school (intermediate) were selected.
 All of the schools have both academic and vocational tracks and an open admissions policy for local residents. Teachers at all of the schools studied have recently undergone training in inclusive education. In our analysis, we compared only those who were either homeroom teachers or subject teachers (based on self-reports). Those who served in both capacities were not included in the study. 

[insert Table 1 here]

Research instrument

A two-part questionnaire was distributed to homeroom and subject teachers at participating schools. In the first section, ten scenarios were presented along with five possible courses of action, ranging from exclusive to inclusive responses. Respondents were asked to select the answer that most closely reflected their opinion of what they and other teachers would do. The second section consisted of twenty statements describing inclusive and exclusive school policies and practices; respondents were asked to select the frequency with which each of these practices is implemented at their school.

The questions in the scenario section covered a range of student traits and behaviours. Each item related to a different composite student, and included a brief description of the student and presentation of a concrete event. In each case, the teachers were asked both how they would respond and how most homeroom and subject teachers in the school would respond. The following is a sample question as it appeared in the questionnaire:

Liat is a low achiever. She is prone to outbursts. A teacher is in the midst of writing an assignment on the board. Liat starts to carry out the task, but several minutes later begins to disrupt the class – walking around the classroom, making noise, and provoking the other students. How does the teacher respond?

The teachers were asked to choose one of five possible responses, as shown in the example below:

	
	Ignore Liat’s behaviour
	Refer the problem to someone else; it’s not the teacher’s job 
	Punish Liat
	Suggest that Liat leave the classroom to "cool off"
	Offer help performing assignment in class 

	Your response, as Liat’s teacher
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Most homeroom teachers
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Most subject teachers
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5


The second section of the questionnaire consisted of statements of school policy that reflect inclusive or exclusive practices, for example:  

	
	Frequency of implementation

	Serious disciplinary infractions by student will reduce the amount of learning assistance he/she receives 
	Never
	Rarely
	Sometimes
	Often
	Always


Variables

Independent variables
· Socioeconomic level of school (high, intermediate or low)

· Job definition of teachers: homeroom vs. subject teacher. (We tested this variable in two ways: first, all respondents were asked to relate to the role of the homeroom teacher as opposed to that of the subject teacher in various situations; second, we examined how teachers related to their own reported role.)

Dependent variable - responses of teachers to different situations
Typical responses of teachers to various situations were presented on a continuum from exclusive to inclusive behaviours, using a five-point Likert scale. The possible responses were adapted to the various scenarios, each of which involved students with different characteristics. In the case of Liat (cited above), the first two responses reflect the teacher’s avoidance of dealing with the situation explicitly and directly: (a) teacher does not handle the situation (portrayed in the above example as: ‘ignore Liat’s behaviour’); (b) teacher passes along responsibility (‘refer the problem to someone else; it’s not the teacher’s job’). The second two relate to the event in a manner that does not assist the student in overcoming the problem: (c) teacher engages in a power struggle with the student, involving shouting and/or penalizing (‘punish Liat’); (d) teacher gives in to the student out of weakness, apathy or helplessness, and does not insist on assignment being performed (‘suggest that Liat leave the classroom to “cool off”’). And the fifth response demonstrates full inclusion: (e) teacher approaches situation from a position of empathy, but without giving up on the assignment (‘offer help performing assignment in class’). 

We would argue that the teacher’s decision not to respond is more exclusionary than an unhelpful response, as it sends a hurtful message that the student needs to guess what the teacher intended. Does the teacher not respond because he/she does not see me or does not care about me? In any event, no response is, in our view, the most exclusionary of all, since an unhelpful response at least attempts to make some sort of contact with the student. Regarding the next two responses, one is based on a power struggle between teacher and student, while the other is one of powerlessness and giving in to the student. In response 3, the teacher demands, through sanctions and punishment, that the student submit to the teacher’s perspective, without taking into account the particular needs of the student (Razer 2014). Response 4 appears to convey acceptance of the student, but actually goes too far and leaves him or her without hope for change; it signifies that the teacher has given up on the student. 

Finally, the inclusive response fights the student’s inclination to surrender to his/her life situation. The teacher supports the student in the struggle against the state of marginalisation in which he/she is entrapped. The inclusive teacher recognizes disruptive behaviour and disengagement as a response to marginalisation and works to enable the student to overcome this exclusion and succeed in school (Alfi 2001). This approach is referred to in the literature as “battling surrender” (White and Epston 1990).

Intervening variables - student characteristics
We related to three key characteristics of the students, testing teachers’ responses to each of them: low scholastic achievement, disruptive behaviour, and avoidance or disengagement. Based on these, we categorised four types of students: (a) students with low scholastic achievement and disruptive behaviour; (b) students with high scholastic achievement but with disruptive behaviour; (c) students with low scholastic achievement who exhibit avoidance or disengagement; and (d) students with high scholastic achievement who exhibit avoidance or disengagement. 

Intervening variable - student behaviour
The behaviours studied were common, non-extreme ones, drawn solely from the classroom (that is, not the schoolyard, class trips or similar), for example: disruption of class, making it difficult to teach; and disengagement from learning, in the form of frequent absences, academic failure, not bringing books and supplies to school.

Study procedure

The questionnaire was distributed to teachers at five schools during the summer recess. Each school principal was asked to fill out an additional questionnaire about the school. Indices used to describe inclusive/exclusive attitudes were arrived at using factor analysis that clustered individual survey items. A principal component exploratory factor analysis was conducted on 20 items measuring teachers’ tendency to engage in inclusive or exclusive practices in the classroom (n=214). The primary component varimax rotation identified five factors (presented in Appendix 1, below). To verify that the scales were internally consistent, a reliability analysis was conducted on each of the five measures. The Cronbach’s alpha in each case was 0.66 or higher, suggesting an acceptable level of internal consistency. For purposes of this analysis, we reversed the ranking of some of the items so that the highest value always represented inclusive attitudes, and the lowest, exclusive attitudes. 

Data analysis

In analyzing the data, we looked for elements that would allow us to distinguish between inclusive and exclusive attitudes and behaviours. Since the survey examined the self-reported perceptions and opinions of teachers, we obviously cannot state whether these in fact represent actual practice. For this reason, the findings below relate to the way that teachers perceive their role with respect to inclusion of students in various situations.

An analysis of the findings yielded significant differences in teachers’ attitudes in three major areas:

1. teachers’ role perception regarding support for students;
2. teachers’ role perception regarding disruptive student behaviour and disengagement;

3. teachers’ attitudes toward punishment as a mechanism of exclusion and isolation.

These factors are presented below as a function of the two independent variables found to be relevant (socioeconomic status of the students, and job definition of the teachers). Each of the above three areas is represented by several indices and individual survey items, as reported in Table 2. (The items that make up each of the indices are enumerated in Appendix 1.)

[insert Table 2 here]

Findings

Teacher’s role perception regarding support for students
This factor relates to the position of the school as a whole with respect to chronic student failure, and the extent to which teachers are focused on helping the student succeed while taking into account the child and his/her home situation. In practice, this finding describes a range of teacher attitudes and behaviours, from adapting the system to the needs of the student to adhering to rigid frameworks where students are required to adapt themselves to the system.

In general, it was found that teachers in disadvantaged schools (i.e., those classified as low-SES) are more inclusive towards students with poor scholastic achievement, and show greater willingness to help them, as compared with schools on a higher socioeconomic level. Table 3 (below) illustrates the high negative correlation between the indicators of inclusion presented in Table 2, section (a) and the socioeconomic level of the school.  

[insert Table 3 here]

In addition to being more willing to assist students who have difficulties, low-SES schools were found to allow greater mobility between tracks. Figure 1, which compares these two indicators, shows that teacher in schools with student populations on a low socioeconomic level tend to offer more supportive responses. 

[insert Figure 1 here]

It is important to note that we did not find differences between subject teachers and homeroom teachers in their perception of their role when it comes to helping students who fail and are in need of school support. In fact, this is the only area in which there were no differences between homeroom and subject teachers. It would seem that teachers in general, regardless of their job description, see themselves as expected to help students to progress in their studies.

As we shall see in the following sections, although there is virtually no difference between homeroom and subject teachers in their general role perception with regard to supporting their students, when dealing with specific student problems these differences are marked.

Teacher’s role perception regarding disruptive student behaviour and disengagement 
This factor relates to the way that teachers perceive their role with respect to various behavioural problems, and the connection between these problems and academic success. The variables in this category relate in concrete terms to teachers’ responses to disruptive behaviour, withdrawn behaviour, and disengagement by students, as well as dysfunction due to financial difficulties. For each of these indicators, a high value represents an inclusive response by teachers to the student’s behaviour. This does not mean deferential treatment on the part of the teacher but a professional response that considers the circumstances and sets boundaries, without judgment or hurtful responses, and especially, without suspensions or expulsions.

One interesting finding was the way that teachers perceived student absenteeism. We gauged teachers’ attitudes towards students who perform poorly academically and have many unauthorized absences, and found them to be exactly the same as their attitudes towards disruptive behaviour. This led us to conclude that teachers perceive unjustified absences as a form of disruptive behaviour. For this reason, we grouped this factor under ‘disruptive behaviour’, despite our hypothesis that it would fall under the heading of ‘disengagement’ (see Appendix 1).

As for role perceptions of teachers in response to disruptive behaviour and disengagement, we did not find any differences between schools on these indicators; hence, we cannot state that teachers’ role perceptions on this issue at high-SES schools are significantly different from those of their peers at low-SES schools. However, we did find significant differences between homeroom teachers and subject teachers in the perception of their role with regard to disruptive behaviour and disengaged students. In such cases, homeroom teachers were seen as more helpful and supportive than subject teachers.

We examined this issue in two ways: first, by comparing what homeroom teachers say about themselves and about subject teachers, as compared  to what subject teachers say about themselves and about homeroom teachers (Figure 2); and second, by observing what all respondents said about homeroom and subject teachers (Figure 3).

As shown in Figure 2, we found the following:

· In terms of their responses to disruptive behaviour and poorer performance as a result of socioeconomic deprivation, homeroom teachers saw themselves as more inclusive compared with the self-perceptions of subject teachers (p < 0.05). 

· As for their responses to behaviours associated with disengagement, homeroom teachers and subject teachers saw each other as inclusive to a similar degree.

[insert Figure 2 here]

In general, homeroom teachers saw themselves as treating students in a more inclusive manner. This finding, though not entirely surprising, is not self-evident. Our initial assumption was that all teachers would portray themselves as inclusive, regardless of their job definition. Since being an ‘inclusive teacher’ is a topical issue, it was thought that teachers would not be eager to admit excluding their students. Despite this, we found differences between homeroom and subject teachers in this regard. This leads us to believe that the actual differences may be several times higher than reported.

[insert Figure 3 here]

To summarise, homeroom teachers report being more ‘accepting’ of disruptive behaviour, and better able to cope with it, than do subject teachers. With reference to one another, however, subject teachers ascribe more inclusive behaviour to homeroom teachers specifically in the context of disengagement and learning avoidance. This leads us to suggest that homeroom teachers might be empathetic towards those students who are in their own homeroom, yet respond in the same way as subject teachers do when they fulfill the function of teaching their subject classes. 

Teachers’ attitudes towards punishment as an excluding and isolating mechanism

In addition, we sought to examine to what extent schools utilise punishment as a mechanism to exclude less successful students and further weaken their status. Let us begin by noting that a significant difference was found between high and low socioeconomic levels in terms of banning participation in social activities (class trips) in response to various behavioural problems (see Figure 4).

[insert Figure 4 here]

Other forms of punishment were employed with the same frequency in all the schools surveyed. We will relate to two of these here: (1) On the question of whether disciplinary problems affect the grade in your subject, 38% of respondents answered ‘never’ or ‘rarely’ while 31% answered ‘always’ or ‘often’, with no significant differences between the various schools. The implication is that grade assignment is not seen in the context of inclusion, meaning that instead of grades being part of student development, they create distinctions and comparisons between students. In short, schools are using grades as a tool for handling disciplinary problems, at the expense of the weaker students as a whole. (2) In all the schools surveyed, teachers responded similarly to the question of whether disciplinary infractions reduced the amount of learning assistance received by students: roughly 10% answered ‘always’ or ‘often’; 57%, ‘never’ or ‘rarely’; and 26%, ‘sometimes’. On this issue, no substantive difference was found between schools, but there were significant differences between homeroom teachers and subject teachers, as shown in Figure 5. 

[insert Figure 5 here]

An interesting finding is that subject teachers are more likely than homeroom teachers to assert that disciplinary problems reduce learning assistance given to students. Presumably, this is because subject teachers tend to link learning assistance with behavioural problems, whereas homeroom teachers think differently: they do not connect the two, or connect them to a lesser degree. This is a significant issue, and we plan on investigating in future how teachers respond when a student disrupts the class and the teacher has the option of withholding learning assistance. 

Discussion

We were surprised to find that schools that work with lower-SES populations tend to be more inclusive and tolerant toward their students, and to place greater emphasis on academic progress even as they take a more holistic view of the student. Judging by the literature, which describes a positive correlation between sense of belonging and academic achievement (OECD 2013), we would assume that in more affluent schools, where students feel a stronger sense of belonging and are higher achievers, teachers would act in a more inclusive manner. Conversely, we expected that in more challenging settings, teachers would function less well, tend to give in more to students, suspend them more frequently, and adopt an exclusionary approach.

The fact that we found the opposite to be true raises important questions. Teachers turned out to be less tolerant when dealing with students who perform well by virtue of belonging to a higher socioeconomic class. In these schools, we found less attention to inclusive behaviour. We wish to offer a possible explanation for this finding. When teachers who work with high-SES populations encounter difficulties, failure, behavioural problems and the like, they feel that these threaten their standing and that of the school; hence they treat students in these situations much more strictly. By contrast, in lower-SES schools, aiding the students’ progress is seen as a challenge in which teachers are more invested, particularly in light of the current discourse on greater educational support for low-SES schools. It may be that in lower-SES schools, teachers feel less threatened, since if students come from a disadvantaged background it is easier to blame them, or their parents, for any failures; with students on a higher socioeconomic level, however, the prevailing sense is that academic failures will be laid at the teacher’s doorstep. This exacerbates the perceived threat and can explain the difference in attitudes. 

The second point we would like to discuss relates to the difference between homeroom and subject teachers. The finding that homeroom teachers are more inclusive than subject teachers is not at all surprising. This would not create a problem if the students had enough time with the homeroom teacher, as is the case in primary schools. But in the system as presently structured in Israel, high schools generally contain roughly 30% homeroom teachers and 70% subject teachers (see Table 1 above). Thus, students generally encounter teachers who are less focused on their personal development. The overall school experience is based not on contact with the homeroom teacher but on interaction with the teaching staff as a whole. For the most part, the students’ relationship with their subject teachers is a tenuous one. 

Accordingly, we would propose that the school system in Israel restructure its job definitions and expand the role of every teacher in the school. Ideally, we would like to see a situation where all teachers with whom students come in contact have an inclusive, nurturing orientation. The existing structure, however, does not permit this. Subject teachers in the large schools that we studied interact with 300–400 students per week, which raises a number of questions: How it is possible within such a framework to create a personal connection with students – to get to know them and take into account their life context – as might be expected of an inclusive teacher? 

The third point, which was most salient in the case of subject teachers, relates to the lack of differentiation between various types of behaviour problems. We sought to examine how teachers respond to problems tied to disruption, aggression, and outbursts as opposed to their handling of disengagement, truancy, and learning avoidance. It emerges that when teachers report on their own professional behaviour, they make no distinction between their responses to problems of different types; that is, they see themselves as handling both disruptive behaviours and disengagement in the same way (this finding relates mainly to subject teachers). From the teachers’ perspective, situations involving disruptive behavior or truancy are both placed under the same rubric of behavioural problems. This lack of differentiation is troubling, since distress in children is obviously reflected in different ways, representing separate problems. Not distinguishing between them amplifies the student’s sense of alienation from the school. At the same time, we encountered trends (to be studied in future) whereby teachers in general are more tolerant of disengagement than they are of disruptive behaviour. 

Our fourth point concerns the form of punishment imposed by schools (without distinguishing here between socioeconomic levels or between homeroom and subject teachers). Though we are not aware of studies on this topic, schools in Israel tend to use suspension as one of the most common methods of punishment. This is a painful tool that intensifies the student’s sense of rejection and exclusion. Another common punishment, encountered in this study, is the withholding of remedial instruction in response to problematic behaviour. Thus students whose behaviour reflects anger and frustration at their situation receive a response of rejection and denial of assistance. The result is that students who already feel a lack of belonging to society, experience low self-esteem around their ability to integrate and succeed, and are in essence being punished twice by the school (Lev-Wiesel 2001). It should be noted here that numerous studies attest to the fact that the experience of exclusion heightens the potential for violence (Baumeister, Twenge, and Nuss 2002; Twenge, Baumeister, Tice, and Stucke 2001). Excluded students with low scholastic achievement or behavioural difficulties express their frustration in the only way they know how. When schools respond to disruptive incidents by suspension or denial of remedial assistance, this exacerbates the situation, creating a vicious cycle. 

The study findings attest to the importance of teaching both homeroom and subject teachers to adopt behaviours and strategies that reduce the social exclusion of students. This calls for extensive changes in the paradigms of teaching, learning, and assessment as well as in Ministry of Education policy. We recommend that this subject be accorded much greater attention in teacher-training colleges in Israel. The education system in general, and teacher-training programs in particular, must address issues of academic advancement and assessment of low-SES populations.

We examined schools whose teachers received training in recent years on the issue of inclusion in education. At this point, it is still too early to state if the trends that we encountered are characteristic of Israeli schools in general or are related in some way to this sensitivity training. The present study is only a first step. We hope to continue developing knowledge about inclusive and exclusive practices in mainstream schools, thereby influencing the teacher-training process and adapting it to a changing reality. 
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Appendix 1: Inclusive/exclusive school practices (1 = exclusive response, 5 = inclusive response); 
n = 214

a. Teachers’ role perceptions regarding support for students

	Variables
	Mean (SD)

	Index - willingness to assist students with difficulties 
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.66)
	3.60 (0.66)

	Each student speaks regularly with at least one adult at the school.
	3.81 (1.02)

	Teachers help students who are frequently absent to make up lost material from their class.
	3.49 (0.89)

	When students fail a test, they are given the opportunity to improve their grade.
	3.57 (0.78)

	At pedagogy meetings, an in-depth discussion is held about each child’s difficulties. 
	4.10 (0.91)

	There are regular staff meeting of homeroom and subject teachers (at least once a month) dealing with students’ difficulties in class. 
	2.87 (1.32)

	Students are suspended only after verifying that there is someone to look after them in their home during the suspension.
	3.78 (1.30)

	
	

	Index - two-way mobility between tracks 
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.70)
	3.41 (0.58)

	Students move up during the year from a lower track to a higher one.
	3.24 (0.84)

	Students move down during the year from a higher track to a lower one.
	2.74 (0.70)


b.
Teachers’ role perceptions regarding disruptive behaviour and disengagement

	Variables
	Mean (SD)

	Index - response of subject teachers to disruptive behaviour 
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.71)
	4.10 (0.51)

	Response to disruptive behaviour of student during class 
	3.69 (0.99)

	Response to unplanned encounter with father of disruptive student
	4.05(0.95)

	Response to verbal abuse by student during test
	3.64 (0.93)

	Response to parent following verbal abuse by student
	3.84 (0.85)

	Response to poorly performing student with unauthorized absences   
	3.88 (1.45)

	
	

	Index - response of homeroom teachers to disengaged students 
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.70)
	4.60 (0.49)

	Response to disengaged student who is about to fail a test
	4.60 (0.76)

	Response to frequently absent student who missed an important test
	1.44 (0.66)

	Response to parents of frequently absent student who did not come to a meeting arranged by the school 
	4.56 (0.70)

	Response to poorly performing student with unauthorized absences 
	4.80 (0.52)

	
	

	Index - response of subject teachers to disengaged students 
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.66)
	4.17 (0.67)

	Response to disengaged student who is about to fail a test
	4.30 (0.91)

	Response to frequently absent student who missed an important test
	4.08 (0.75)

	Response to parents of frequently absent student who did not come to a meeting arranged by the school
	4.24 (0.78)

	
	

	Response of subject teachers to socioeconomic deprivation 
	3.20 (1.40)


c.
Perception of punishment as mechanism of exclusion/isolation

	Statement 
	Mean (SD)

	Severe disciplinary infractions reduce learning assistance.
	3.75 (1.00)

	Severe disciplinary infractions play a role in determining grades.
	3.11 (1.27)

	Severe disciplinary infractions prevent a student from participating in class trip.
	2.76 (0.99)


Table 1: Schools participating in study
	 
	Socioeconomic level (RAMA)
	No. of teachers in school
	% who are 
homeroom teachers 
	Total respondents
	% who responded
	Of these, subject teachers
	Of these, homeroom teachers 
	Other roles

	School 1
	A
	148
	31%
	49
	33%
	37
	4
	8

	School 2
	A
	99
	49%
	47
	48%
	39
	6
	2

	School 3
	B
	127
	36%
	28
	22%
	23
	2
	3

	School 4
	C
	51
	25%
	32
	63%
	19
	7
	6

	School 5
	C
	121
	30%
	58
	48%
	43
	8
	7

	Total
	
	546
	
	214
	39%
	161
	27
	26


Table 2: Dependent variables (1 = exclusive behaviour; 5 = inclusive behaviour)
	Variables
	Mean
(SD)
	Description of variable

	a. Teachers’ role perceptions regarding support for students


	Index - willingness to assist students with difficulties 

Cronbach’s alpha: 0.66
	3.60 (0.66)
	Primarily, extent to which teachers are focused on improving the student’s success, and take into account the child and his/her home situation..

	Index - two-way mobility between tracks 

Cronbach’s alpha: 0.70
	3.41 (0.58)
	Extent to which school allows students to shift between tracks.

	b. Teachers’ role perceptions re: disruptive behavior and disengagement 

	Index - response of subject teachers to disruptive behaviour
Cronbach’s alpha: 0.71
	4.10 (0.51)
	All teachers’ (homeroom and subject) perceptions of subject teachers’ responses 

	Index - response of homeroom teachers to disengaged students

Cronbach’s alpha: 0.70
	4.60 (0.49)
	All teachers’ (homeroom and subject) perceptions of homeroom teachers’ responses 

	Index - response of subject teachers to disengaged students

Cronbach’s alpha: 0.66
	4.17 (0.67)
	All teachers’ (homeroom and subject) perceptions of subject teachers’ responses 

	Response of teachers to socioeconomic deprivation
	3.20 (1.40)
	Relates to attitude of all teachers to student who does not bring school books/supplies, claiming parents have no money, but who wears expensive brand-name clothing (low value = judgmental, insensitive response; high value = supportive, non-judgmental response) 

	c. Perception of punishment as mechanism of exclusion/isolation

	Exceptional disciplinary infractions reduce learning assistance
	3.75 (1.00)
	Low value = teachers frequently reduce learning help in response to disciplinary problems; high value = school does not engage in this behaviour 

	Exceptional disciplinary infractions affect determination of grades
	3.11 (1.27)
	Low value = school raises or lowers grades in response to disciplinary problems; high value = school assesses scholastic achievement based on academic performance alone 

	Exceptional disciplinary infractions bar student from participating in annual class trip
	2.76 (0.99)
	Low value = teachers frequently use this form of punishment for disciplinary problems; high value = school does not ban students from class trips due to disciplinary problems 


Table 3: Correlation between socioeconomic level and two dependent variables (Pearson coefficient)
	
	Willingness to help student with difficulties 
	Two-way mobility between tracks

	Socioeconomic level
	–0.21**
	–0.23**


**p < 0.01

Figure 1: Comparison between schools with high and low socioeconomic levels - teachers’ role perceptions regarding support for students (1 = exclusive; 5 = inclusive) (p < 0.001) 
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Figure 2: Comparison between homeroom and subject teachers - self-perception and perception of others as inclusive or exclusive (1 = exclusive; 5 = inclusive) 
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* p < 0.05 

Figure 3: Perception of homeroom and subject teachers regarding detached students (1 = exclusive; 5 = inclusive) (p < 0.001)
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Figure 4: Comparison between high- and low-SES schools - banning of participation in class trips in response to serious disciplinary infractions) (1 = do not ban; 5 = ban) (p < 0.05)
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Figure 5: Comparison between homeroom and subject teachers - reduction in learning assistance in response to serious disciplinary infractions (p < 0.05)
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� A Hebrew acronym for Measures of School Effectiveness and Growth. The MEITZAV standardized achievement tests are intended to examine to what extent elementary and junior high school students meet requirements based on the curriculum in four core subjects: science and technology, English, mother tongue (Hebrew/Arabic), and mathematics, at two grade levels (5th and 8th). Tests are administered in mother tongue competency in the second grade as well. 


� The Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) is an international study conducted by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), which Israel joined in 2010. The study was launched in 2000, and takes place once every three years. Its goal is to examine to what extent 15-year-old students are ‘ready for adult life’, that is, they have acquired general thinking and comprehension skills and understanding in a way that allows them to cope well and effectively with their environment. The study tests literacy levels in three disciplines: reading, mathematics, and science. Each study cycle focuses on one of these three areas (though the two others are also measured). In the 2009 PISA study, the emphasis was on reading literacy.     


3 Israel has different school systems for Arabic and Hebrew speakers. There are also separate school systems for religious and non-religious Jews. Non-religious schools belong to the Jewish state-school system.


� These training programs were conducted by facilitators with expertise in psychology, pedagogy and organisational behaviour, who worked with school staff at all levels for a period of up to four years. As part of the training, the facilitators led workshops in which teachers, administrators, and other school staff presented difficult practice situations and discussed how they could handle them more effectively.


� Schools in Israel are ranked by the National Authority for Measurement and Evaluation in Education by socioeconomic status (high, intermediate or low). These categories were created to analyze the gaps in scholastic achievement between schools of various socioeconomic levels. The rankings in this study are based on the RAMA 2012 report.
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