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Key Points

* The case study highlights a shift in the interpretation of inclusive education,
moving from a group-centred perspective to a person-centred one, which em-
phasises individual rights and needs. This shift challenges previously accepted
notions, such as the centrality of placing all students in general classrooms as a
basic requirement for inclusion.

* Digital technologies are described as an expansion of the professional toolbox
for creating inclusive learning environments. However, a challenge was identi-
fied in the shape of informants' experienced lack of knowledge in this area. This
can be interpreted as the digitalisation of education similarly expanding the re-
quired special education professional competence.

* The expanded professional toolbox that digitalisation enables is described as
providing tools for motivating and meeting the students' preferences for how to
be taught and how to learn.

INTRODUCTION features are that they have both been accepted in poli-

cies and regulations as concerns for ‘every child’ but at
This article is framed by two major educational trends the same time they are being critically discussed in terms
that have had a significant impact on educational poli- of benefits and how they can/should be implemented in
cies in Europe over the last few decades: inclusive educa- practice. While the amount of research about each edu-
tion (IE) and the digitalisation of education. Two shared  cational trend has grown massively (Chen et al., 2020;
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Hernandez-Torrano et al.,, 2022), there is less known
about the relationship between the two. Their affinity is
problematised in UNESCO's (2020) ‘Global Education
Monitoring Report: Inclusion and Education’, where it is
concluded that digital technology has considerable, but
largely unused, potential to encourage inclusive learn-
ing environments. To address such claims, knowledge
from and about school practices in digitalised contexts
is needed; hence, this article aims to contribute such
knowledge. Specifically, this mixed-methods study ex-
amines how IE and the digitalisation of education are
understood by, and represented in, one case of a Swedish
special education practice. Sweden makes an interesting
case due to its school system's strong digital infrastruc-
ture (Mori et al., 2019) and its historical role as a model
for providing ‘a school for all’ (OECD, 2011).

The Swedish school system has two occupational
groups specifically trained to provide special education:
special education needs coordinators (SENCOs) and
special education teachers (SETs). In simple terms, the
difference between the professions can be described as
being that SENCOs are trained to work for students in
need of support, while SETs are trained to work with stu-
dents in need of support (for details, see Lindqvist, 2013).
However, this imagined division of labour has proved
to have little impact on actual professional practice as
both usually work with similar tasks shaped by local
contexts (e.g. Goransson et al., 2016; Klang et al., 2017).
Therefore, this article uses the term ‘special educators’ to
refer to both professions.

Experiences and perspectives from special education
practice are important for understanding how inclusive
education and digitalisation coexist and interact, with
the object of providing equitable learning environments
that meets the needs of all students. This study adds em-
pirical knowledge to this field, and examines how the
concepts are understood and experienced in the case of
a special education practice. Below is a summary of re-
search on IE and the digitalisation of special education,
followed by a description of the theory that guided the
study.

Inclusive education

Since the Salamanca Statement of 1994, many scholars
have devoted their efforts to understanding and contrib-
uting to the theorisation of inclusive education, and most
western countries have acknowledged IE as a political
goal to strive for (Schwab, 2020). Although accepted in
many policies, the exact meaning of the concept seems
to be vague and open to interpretation. Haug (2017) ar-
gues that ‘In spite of an overriding formal normative
consensus, it is not possible to find one universally in-
stitutionalised definition of inclusive education’ (p. 207),
which could explain the apparent gap between ‘idealistic
policies’ and practice (Finkelstein et al., 2021). Evidence

of this definitional ambiguity can be found in a meta-
analysis in which four different definitions of IE were
identified: (A) the placement definition, often referred to
as ‘integration’, (B) the specified individualised defini-
tion, (C) the general individualised definition, and (D) the
community definition (see Goransson & Nilholm, 2014,
p- 268 for details). According to Ainscow et al. (2006),
definitions (A) and (B) are examples of narrow individ-
ual (traditional special education) definitions, while (C)
and (D) are characterised as broad because they concern
all students. Special education has historically focused
on marginalised individuals or groups in need of, or at
risk of needing, special support, whereas IE came with a
focus on all students.

There are arguments that inclusive education should
be viewed as an idea and practice of its own, separate
from special education (e.g. Vislie, 2003). Richardson
and Powell (2011, p. 274) even advise developing coun-
tries to implement the ideas of inclusive education di-
rectly, without taking the detour into special education.
A more unitary approach, as Schwab (2020) concludes,
is for the field of special education to ‘shift the question
from how we can identify students with special education
needs to how we can create best support for all students’
(p. 816). In that sense, it could be argued that special ed-
ucation must take a broader stance within educational
research in order to overcome the boundaries between
general and special education by embracing the ideas of
inclusive education.

Implementing inclusive education in school practice
is not an easy task. Specific contextual factors must be
considered (Magnusson et al., 2019) which means that
‘inclusive practices are as fuzzy as inclusive education’
(Schwab, 2020, p. 812) and can be organised and ar-
ranged in different ways based on different ideals. But,
regardless of how it is organised, research has found
school practitioners' professional knowledge, skills,
and positive attitudes to be important factors in the
successful implementation of inclusive education (see
Finkelstein et al., 2021). Literature reviews have out-
lined ‘good inclusive practice’ as an approach involving
adaptive and accessible curricula, universal design for
learning, individual planning, administrative support,
the involvement of caregivers and—of specific inter-
est to this study—technology (Alquraini & Gut, 2012;
Forlin et al., 2013). To strengthen teachers' proficiency
in these areas, pre-service and in-service training and
professional development are highlighted as promising
and vital strategies for more inclusive practices (Donath
et al., 2023; Van Mieghem et al., 2020). Even though spe-
cial educators are closely associated with, and involved
in, the process of implementing inclusive education, and
cooperation between teachers and special educators
can nurture inclusion (Paulsrud & Nilholm, 2023), their
perspectives are surprisingly underrepresented in re-
search (Mihajlovic, 2020). Examining special educators'
understandings and experiences of inclusion provides
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empirical insights into their knowledge and beliefs con-
cerning the challenges and opportunities inherent in in-
clusion as a practice.

To conclude, inclusive education is a widespread, well-
accepted, but also widely interpretable concept which
has proven difficult to implement given that contextual
and local factors such as school staffs' knowledge, skills,
and attitudes influence the process.

Digitalisation of (special) education

Another educational trend is the digitalisation of educa-
tion. Just like the concept of IE, it has been alleged to
be more policy-oriented than practice-oriented, and thus
difficult to define, implement and assess. Since 2006,
digital competence has been considered one of eight
key competencies for lifelong learning, essential to all
European citizens (European Parliament, 2006), which
makes digital competence an educational matter (for a
review, see Pettersson, 2018) that has influenced Swedish
school and curricula.

The Swedish school system is one of the most techno-
logically dense school systems in the world (IMD, 2021;
Mori et al. 2019; Wastiau et al., 2013), and several gov-
ernment initiatives to implement digital technology in
education have been launched since the late 1960s (Gu
& Lindberg, 2021; Karlsohn, 2009). As educational or-
ganisations became increasingly digitalised, special
educators faced new expectations and recommenda-
tions concerning digital teaching and learning from
the National Agency for Special Needs Education and
Schools (NASNES, 2020). This development raises
questions about what factors support and/or hinder the
implementation of digital technologies in special edu-
cation. In a study by Bornert-Ringleb et al. (2021), it is
concluded that special educators' self-efficacy and atti-
tudes towards digital learning are strongly correlated to
perceptions of using digital technologies, and that both
aspects need to be addressed in both pre-service and in-
service training. Other studies argue that frame factors,
such as time for learning and access to technology, are
significant (Siyam, 2019), and that structural factors, like
how the special education role is included, supported
and respected, are barriers or enablers for technology
integration in special education (Starks & Reich, 2023).

In contrast to these examples, the majority of research
combining digital technologies and special education has
focused on examples of implementation or interventions
using a specific technology, and the learning outcomes
of students categorised into specific disability groups
(Istenic Starcic & Bagon, 2014; Olakanmi et al., 2020).
Less is known about special educators' experiences
during their everyday practice in digitalised schools, and
research on what enables and/or constrains special edu-
cators' technology use is described as a small but grow-
ing field (Inci & Kose, 2023; Starks & Reich, 2023).

Helping Everyone Achieve 8@ ®

Cultural-Historical Activity Theory
(CHAT)

To analyse how structural and educational changes trans-
form object-oriented special education activities of spe-
cial educators, this article uses the theoretical framework
CHAT (Engestrom, 1987, 2015). This theory focuses on
changes and developments in collective activity systems
with historical heritages, which are described as the re-
sults of human action driven by an object and mediated
by cultural tools (e.g. methods, books and digital tech-
nologies). Vygotsky (1978) described this human action
as a subject-object interaction, whereas Leontev (1981),
and later Engestrom (1987, 2015), expanded the model to
also include mediating tools, rules directing the activity,
the community in which the activity takes place, and the
division of labour between actors within the activity.

CHAT can be, and has been, applied to research
from several different disciplines, and can be used with
a variety of approaches that share some basic princi-
ples but differ in their implementation within research
(Kaptelinin, 2005). This article focuses on the con-
cepts of contradictions and its counterpart congruencies.
Contradiction is a key concept within activity theory,
and is described as the evolving tensions within and be-
tween activity systems (Engestrom, 2001), which are rec-
ognised at the action level (the top triangle in Figure 1),
but rooted in the activity level (the base of the triangle).
Contradictions can emerge in an activity system due to
factors such as societal changes and/or new tools that
affect the idea of how the activity is organised and prac-
tised. In a school context, new visions and guidelines
about teaching and learning can emerge alongside pre-
vious norms and ideas that still exist within the system,
causing contradictions. It is important to stress that con-
tradictions are not seen as problems within activity the-
ory, but as ‘the source of movement and change’ (Sannino
& Engestrom, 2018, p. 49) or ‘the motor of change’ (Allen
et al., 2013, p. 840).

Congruence, on the other hand, is not a concept typ-
ically connected to activity theory. However, in order to
highlight states of balance and stability within a system,
which encourage reproduction rather than change, Allen
et al. (2013) stress the importance of also recognising
congruencies within and between activities. By doing so,
research can identify areas in which changes improve ef-
ficiency or generate new, improved ways of working with
the object of an activity (Karanasios & Allen, 2014). In
this article, congruencies refer to changes within the spe-
cial education practice that special educators described
as opportunities enabling improved ways of working.

In research based on activity theory, the object of
the activity plays a key role. This concept provides an
opportunity to understand why people are doing things
in the way they are, and can be considered as the sense-
making reason behind the behaviours of individuals,
groups or organisations (Kaptelinin, 2005). Drawing on
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Tools: Digital technologies

Subject: Special
educators

Outcome: Academic
and social success
for all students

Object: Inclusive
education ———>

Rules: curricula, laws,
policies, norms,
conventions

Community: teachers,
school leaders, students

Division of labour:
tasks, roles, status, power

FIGURE 1 Second-generation CHAT model adapted for analysing a digitalised special education practice (adapted from Engestrom, 2015).

Engestrom's (1987, 2015) works, this article defines the
object as the collective reason behind cultural-historical
activities. Thus, the analytical focus is on how the munic-
ipality's special educators (subjects) describe the object
of inclusive education in a digitalised special education
practice (system), as visualised in Figure 1.

Against this background, this study aims to examine
how inclusive education and the digitalisation of edu-
cation are related, understood, and experienced in one
specific case of special education practice. The study is
guided by the following research question:

* How do special educators in one Swedish municipality
experience the digitalisation of education in relation to
the object of inclusive education?

METHOD

This study was conducted in a mid-sized municipal-
ity in Sweden, described as a context of structured im-
plementation of digital tools in education. It combines
data from interviews and surveys collected in 2021/2022.
The motive for the mixed-methods data collection was
the desire to gain both deep and contextual knowledge
(Harrison et al., 2020) about the case, which was defined
as a digitalised special education practice (Stake, 1995).
The guidelines of the University Ethical Review Board
were consulted ahead of data collection and, given the
scope of the study, it was decided that no ethical ap-
proval was needed. Before data collection, informed
consent was obtained from all participants.

Data sources

The digital survey was constructed and distributed by
the author using Limesurvey Project Team and Schmitz
(2022). Ahead of distribution, the survey was piloted by
fourexperienced special educators, who gave constructive

feedback about the Q&A constructions, after which the
survey was revised to include some minor clarifications.
The 15 multiple-choice questions (see Data Sl), some
also offering the possibility of text comments, mainly
focused on (1) special education work assignments with
potentially digital features, and (2) the 22 digital tools
for which the municipality had purchased user licences
and was thus able to provide to all employees and stu-
dents. For each tool, two questions were asked: one on
frequency of use and one on self-assessed knowledge of
the tool (Table 1).

The semi-structured interviews were guided by 17
prepared questions, focusing on the interviewee's back-
ground, inclusive education, and digitalisation (see Data
S2). Due to COVID-19 recommendations, the interviews
were conducted via video conferencing software. They
lasted 53:18min on average, and with permission from
the participants they were recorded and stored on Umea
University's digital platform for safe file storage.

Participants

At the time of the survey's distribution, the municipal-
ity's total population of special educators was 55. Out of
those 55 potential participants, 31 answered the survey
(56.4%), of which four were partially answered. Because
the responses were anonymous, the author had no op-
portunity to contact the four recipients who did not re-
spond to all the questions to ask for their reasons. No
incentives were offered for participation. The survey
participants were distributed as shown in Table 2.

The seven interviewees, all women, were recruited
from among the survey participants and consisted of
four SETs and three SENCOs. Their average length of
special education practice experience was 8.1years,
ranging from 2 to 16 years. All the interviewees had prior
experience of working within school and general educa-
tion, with an average length of service of 18.3years. To
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TABLE 1 Examples of survey questions about digital tools in special education practice.

13. On average, how often do you use
the following digital tools in your

special education practice? Never Once a semester Once a month Once a week Almost daily
(Digital Tools 1-22)

14. How would you rate your

knowledge of the following digital

tools? Very weak Weak Sufficient Strong Very strong

(Digital Tools 1-22)

TABLE 2 Distribution of survey

participants. Organisation SENCOs SETs Total
Elementary school, years 0-9 12 9 21 (66%)
Upper-secondary school, years 10-12 5 - 5 (16%)
School for students with intellectual disabilities 3 - 3 (9%)
Municipality student health care 1 1 3 (9%)

n=31 (100%)

maintain both internal and external anonymity, infor-
mation revealing location is excluded and each infor-
mant is referred to with a number.

Data analysis

The survey data was analysed descriptively to provide
a context to the digitalised special education practice
(the case) from which the interviews derive, and also to
strengthen or question the results drawn from the inter-
views. The digital tools included in the survey were catego-
rised according to the Categories of Digital Tools in Special
Education Activities (Holmgren, 2023, pp. 491-492).

The interviews were analysed using reflexive thematic
analysis (RTA). Within this school of thematic analysis,
the research questions, the participants' expressions,
the theory, and the researcher's preunderstandings all
guide the reflexive and iterative process of providing a
coherent and well-grounded interpretation of the data
(Braun et al., 2019). RTA is described as an analytical
method that acknowledges the researcher's involvement
in generating themes and sub-themes. Coding quality
in RTA does not stem from coder consensus but from
deep engagement with the data and situated, reflexive
interpretation (Braun & Clarke, 2021). The coding pro-
cess is described as ‘unstructured and organic’ rather
than linear (Braun & Clarke, 2020), due to the reflexive
dimension, by means of which the researcher's theoret-
ical assumptions and the progressively deepened un-
derstanding of the data continuously reconstructs the
themes. The interviews, transcribed by the author and
analysed using Nvivo 12 (Lumivero, 2017), were repeat-
edly listened to and closely read by the author with the
purpose of coding (and re-coding) the data to construct
sub-themes and themes related to the research questions

and to the theoretical framing of CHAT (see example in
Table 3; for full coding disclosure see Data S3). Quotes
included in the text were translated from Swedish into
English by the author.

RESULTS

This section begins with a statistical description focus-
ing on digital features in this case of special education
practice. Then, the results are structured to emphasise
the relations within the activity system that were identi-
fied in the dataset, based on the survey results and the
final themes from the interviews: ‘A paradigm shift’,
‘Digital features in practice’, ‘Inclusion as practice’, and
‘Experienced changes’.

The case: A digitalised special education practice

The survey data provides a general contextual under-
standing of the special education practice in question.
In the context of this study, the special educators use
digital tools extensively in their everyday practice (see
Table 4). Work assignments connected to working with
students at the individual or group level, as in teaching
and supporting, regularly involve digital technologies.
In addition, 26 out of 31 respondents reported tutoring
and supervising teachers about how and when to use
digital tools as a work assignment occurring at least
once a semester, but often more frequently. More than
two thirds (21) of the respondents use digital screen-
ing materials for assessing and identifying students at
risk of needing special support. Comments in relation
to this question stated that several of the informants
did not do screenings at all, either physical or digital.
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TABLE 3 Example of the qualitative analysis process.
Quote Codes Subthemes Theme
Interviewer: What is your understanding of inclusive? From class to group Ideas of Inclusive Education A Paradigm Shift
Informant: That's an interesting question, I think, because A shift Changeability/Flux
there's been a shift. I think we've had a... This shift ‘We’—the community
from including all students in a classroom and that
we're supposed to work there, I think the pendulum has
now swung towards the idea that it's completely okay
to have special teaching groups. We talk about flexible
group solutions; we talk about special support groups.
That's where I think we're going now.
TABLE 4 Presence of digital features in the special education practice (n=31).
If yes, how often on average?
In your special education practice, do you... Yes No Daily Once aweek  Once amonth  Once a semester  No answer
...use digital tools when teaching/working with 29 2 10 4 0 3
students in need of special support?
...use digital screening materials when assessing 21 10 2 2 7 9 1
and identifying students at risk of needing
special support?
...supervise teachers about how and when to use 26 5 0 4 12 10 0
digital tools in their teaching?
...function as support when students and/or 19 12 0 5 9 5 0

teachers need technical assistance?

Yes No

If yes, to what extent?

Very large extent

Large extent Small extent  Very small extent

...have an influence and impact on your school's 28 3
organisational strategies for the use, purchase,
and distribution of digital technology?

8 10 9

Almost as many (19) reported that providing technical
support for students and teachers was a work assign-
ment occurring somewhere between once a week and
once a semester. All but three participants reported
having an influence on their school's organisational
strategies regarding digital technologies. Overall, the
survey results show that the investigated special edu-
cation practice is strongly influenced by the digitali-
sation of education in terms of the presence of work
activities with digital features.

A shift in the interpretation of
inclusive education

In this study, the participants described the goal, or the
object, of their work efforts as creating and supporting
inclusive school practices. These were represented as
school practices in which the academic and social needs
of all students, including students in need of special
support, are met by the school organisation as a whole.
There was strong agreement that the definition of inclu-
sive education had changed over time. Historically, this
term referred to the placement of students in need of

support in general classrooms, but now it meant some-
thing else. Several statements emphasised that inclusion
as a practice mainly focusing on placing students in need
of support in general classrooms was an outdated view of
inclusion. For example:

I believe that, back then, it meant that all

students should be integrated. At any cost.

It's fluctuated a bit, and I think that's good.

It's not about excluding, but that you need to

see each individual. How they can feel good

and develop based on their personal circum-

stances. I find that exciting. And it's a good

thing and a bad thing at once, because I ex-

perience, this is just what I feel, that now it's

starting to become more apparent that it's

OK to exclude.

(Informant 7)

The intense focus on emphasising what inclusive education
used to be reveals a cultural shift and shows that the con-
cept of IE is fluent and transforms over time and in line
with societal movements. It also shows that the informants
considered it important to explain this shift as a basis for
their present understandings:
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Interviewer: What is your understanding of
inclusive education?

Informant: That's an interesting question, I
think, because there's been a shift. I think
we've had a... This shift from including all
students in a classroom and that we're sup-
posed to work there, I think the pendulum
hasnow swung towards the idea that it's com-
pletely okay to have special teaching groups.
We talk about flexible group solutions; we
talk about special support groups. That's
where I think we're going now. (Informant 1)

Thus, the basis for an inclusive school practice was de-
scribed as meeting the students' needs in ways that provide
academic and social success for everyone, and the physical
placement of this practice was subordinate to that goal.
Nevertheless, several informants accentuated that the
long-term goal, and the outcome of truly inclusive educa-
tion, is that the needs of all students are met within the gen-
eral classroom and that supporting and improving general
teaching practice was central to achieving this goal:

I think that, as representatives of the student
health team, we have quite a big responsibil-
ity to, kind of, push back against the idea
of lifting students in need of support out of
classrooms, and instead [we need to] change
the ways teachers work. And that's what my
most common feedback is about. In all the
cases I work with, I always get to play that
ball. The ambition is that students should be
able to participate in the classroom.
(Informant 1)

This quote highlights a contradiction within the object, a
primary contradiction (Engestrom, 2015), where the goal
of placing all students in general classrooms seems to be
in conflict with the goal of meeting every student's indi-
vidual needs. Alongside this, IE was described as creating
learning environments that can accommodate all students
and it was argued that, for this to occur, the general teach-
ers' teaching must be designed in relation to differences
within classes. One informant said that an inclusive school
practice means that schools should be able to create learn-
ing environments in which all students can be accepted,
and another framed it as a practice of creating different
environments within the school that utilise a variety of
teaching methods, to suit everyone. The importance of
strengthening school as a social community was empha-
sised, making all students feel safe and comfortable within
groups, experiencing a sense of belonging, and being seen
and respected as group members:

It's like this: inclusion is about a student
feeling that they're part of ‘the gang’ and

Helping Everyone Achieve 8@ ®

that they're allowed to join in. It's about the
classes making suitable adjustments such
that the students feel they're participating.
So it's about being seen and being included.
(Informant 3)

The students' well-being and membership within groups
were highlighted as indicators of an inclusive practice,
whereas the physical organisation for this ideal was of less
importance:

I would describe it as when you're included
in a group, you should be able to feel safe in
that context and that you're an equal mem-
ber. So, to me, inclusion is creating activities
where students feel included, whether it's in
a classroom or a small group, or wherever.
(Informant 4)

Although there was agreement among the informants that
there has been a shift in how inclusive education is inter-
preted and enacted in practice, a contradiction was identi-
fied in relation to whether they believed that the teachers
within the community shared their thoughts on IE:

Interviewer: Is everyone within the organi-
sation in agreement about what inclusive ed-
ucation is, do you think?

Informant: No, I can't say that we agree. No,
I don't think so. But there is potential here
to develop this. And we, I and the teachers,
have certainly started to get closer, but this
is something you need to work with for a
longer period of time. So I think this is per-
ishable if you know what I mean? Even if we
were to work on this for two years, I think we
would need to repeat it continuously. I need
it too, so it's not like I'm good and they're
bad, that's not what I mean. But this is some-
thing that should always be on the agenda,
because things change. (Informant 7)

Additionally, in cases where the school management
had decided to initiate organisational initiatives to meet
the students' needs better, such as flexible teaching
groups in which students leave the general classroom
for periods of time, there were disagreements within the
community about whether these kinds of solutions were
good or not:

No, we don't always agree. Not everyone
agrees. No, we have different views on what
inclusion is about, so there are those... Like,
this new flexible group we're starting up,
there are teachers who think it's crap because
it's segregated from the general teaching.
(Informant 5)
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To summarise, in the context of this study, the meaning
of inclusive education seems to have changed due to so-
cietal and cultural influences. However, this shift also
describes a contradiction between the aim of meeting
students' needs and that of including all students in gen-
eral classrooms. Another identified contradiction was
the disparity between how different actors within the
community defined inclusive education, which was expe-
rienced as a hindrance.

Expanding the professional toolbox and
expectations exceeding competencies

The means for achieving the object of inclusive educa-
tion were described in the interviews as improved teach-
ing methods and materials, in which digital technologies
were considered to be an expansion of the existing pro-
fessional toolbox for teachers and special educators.
Comments about digital tools as a complement to the
previously available, more traditional, tools and mate-
rials, in combination with statements about the impor-
tance of having the knowledge to decide when to use
them and when not, emphasised that digital tools were
considered to add alternatives to their work practice,
and not as substitutes to replace traditional tools. In this
sense, a congruent relationship between digital technolo-
gies and the object of inclusion was expressed, in which
new tools had brought new ways of working towards
the object. Since all the informants had a long history
of working in education, many of them described expe-
riences of increased access to digital technologies. One
informant said:

Let me put it like this, I've worked at this
school for 14years. Back then, we had a
small room with seven desktop computers
that the teachers and students had to book
to practise using a computer. It's a bit differ-
ent today. Today, everyone from school year
2 has their own Chromebook that they can
access. And among the youngest, we have
one [computer] per two [students]. So there's
been incredible progress in digital develop-
ment. Also, if you look at the access to dig-
ital learning materials. Before, there were
only books and paper.

(Informant 2)

This historical development was described as changing the
conditions for the object of IE. Differentiated teaching,
where the teaching offers a variety of methods and mate-
rials for instructing, processing, and assessing curricula
content (see Tomlinson, 2014), was described as a crucial
aspect of inclusive school practice, and several informants
stated their belief that digital tools make differentiated
teaching easier. For example:

It's the teacher who decides what teaching is ap-
propriate for each student. That way of working
was obviously more difficult with only books.
So it's easier to customise when you have...
well, the more choices you have. Because they
[students] are different. That's how it is. So the
digitalisation has made it much, much easier to
differentiate and motivate students.
(Informant 2)

You have the opportunity to individual-
ise your teaching based on the differences
within a class. If you look into a classroom
here, some are working in books, and some
are sitting at the computer. They're learning
the same things, but in the way that's best for
each of them. And some also have the op-
portunity to challenge themselves a bit more.
That way of teaching is more available.
(Informant 6)

The ability to produce texts and presentations using dig-
ital technology, and digital tools as compensators for
students' lack of certain skills, were accentuated as espe-
cially beneficial for students in need of special support.
Several informants mentioned students with develop-
mental language disorder (DLD) as specifically bene-
fitting from using digital technologies; for example, by
using compensatory tools like text-to-speech software,
grammar and spelling checkers, softwares for sign lan-
guage, and reading skills training applications:

Now you have digital teaching materials,
which I see as incredibly helpful for those
who have quite serious reading difficulties.
It makes the subject content much more ac-
cessible when they have access to it digitally,
so they can listen to the texts. I also have
some students who train in different skills
digitally, for example, reading.

(Informant 3)

Learning how to use digital tools was also described as a way
of enhancing the sense of autonomy in everyday life for stu-
dents with speech impairments; for example, by using symbol
support software to communicate during everyday activities
like buying groceries at the store or taking the bus, where
symbols and images can support oral communication.
When informants were asked about their competence re-
garding using, instructing, and making pedagogical de-
cisions about digital tools, a contradiction was identified.
Feelings of being overwhelmed by the number of digital
tools available, and lack of time for learning them, were
described as a problem causing stress and frustration.
Several informants said that the number of digital tools
made it difficult to gain an overview and choose the right
tool at the right time:
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And this is too...there are hundreds [of digi-
tal tools]...it's too much. There are too many
pieces to the puzzle. I don't really under-
stand. What should I use this for? And when?
I don't have the time to look into every tool.
(Informant 1)

The informants said that having an overview of the digital
tools provided by the municipality was an expectation that
the teachers had of special educators, so they could guide
them through ‘this jungle of digital tools’ (Informant 7).
But, because this expectation sometimes exceeded their
competencies, a problematic situation was described in
which teachers asked the informants questions about
whether there was some digital tool that could improve
their teaching in some specific area, and the special edu-
cator used resources such as Google or YouTube to try to
answer their requests as best they could. To address this
issue, several informants requested more knowledge:

I need to learn...I need to gain more knowl-
edge about different tools and what's hap-
pening in the market. Because it's changing
so incredibly fast, and it's important to try to
keep up so that you can use the right things
with the students. They're not served by me
knowing about a tool that worked five years
ago. They're not served by that tool today.
(Informant 2)

A lack of thorough knowledge about all the digital
tools provided by the municipality was also identified
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in the survey results. An uneven level of self-assessed
knowledge among the subjects appeared, as visualised
in Figure 2, in which equal numbers of respondents de-
scribed their knowledge as weak/very weak and strong/
very strong.

In order to help the teachers and students to find and
use adequate digital tools, informants described having
more and deeper knowledge as ‘a mission’ (Informant 6)
that required time for testing (‘learning-by-doing’) and
initiatives for in-service training.

To summarise, in this study, digital technologies
were described as tools that can contribute to more in-
clusive teaching practices in terms of differentiation,
adaptation, compensation, and motivation. In this
sense, there was a congruence between digital tools
and the object of inclusive education. However, digital
tools were not described as stand-alone solutions, but
as tools which, through organisational changes and
shared objects, could expand the professional toolbox
for creating inclusive learning environments. A con-
tradiction between the digital tools and the division
of labour was also identified, where the expectations
placed on the special educators sometimes exceeded
their competencies.

‘Students are changing’
According to CHAT theory, a community is repre-
sented by a group of individuals who share the same

object. Since most informants were working alone
as special educators at their school, without close

Tools for Production

6
Tools for Learning Management
B Compensatory Tools
4.2 4 4 4 4 M Tools for Skill Training
2
ﬁ
Very strong No answer

FIGURE 2 Self-assessed knowledge of digital tools (n=31). Mean n per category.
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colleagues with special education expertise, the com-
munity in this study is framed not only in relation to
other teachers as has been described in earlier sections,
but also in relation to the students whose learning is the
motive for the activities of special educators and teach-
ers. The contradiction between teachers' and special
educators' ideas about the object of inclusive education
has already been described in previous sections; hence,
this section describes the informants' statements about
the students.

An experience of change within the community that
informants described was the belief that students are
in some ways different today, and thus require differ-
ent methods of teaching and learning than previously.
Statements about students spending more of their (spare)
time with friends online than offline, and socialising
via mobile technology, were argued to have an impact
on how school practice has transformed during recent
years. For example:

Informant: Then there's probably also a difference in the
children today. They have...they have a hard time
playing. They find it difficult to be physically present
with a friend and play.

Interviewer: Mm. Why is that, do you think?

Informant: Because they don't do it in their spare time.
They're either sitting at their computers or doing dif-
ferent types of, like, structured sports activities and
things like that. But they don't play. Because sports
practice isn't playing, free playing, using your imag-
ination and creativity. It's very difficult for them
today. So they have to practise playing in preschool
and during early school years instead. (Informant 5)

Statements in alignment with the above indicate a change
in how socialisation is enacted in a digitalised society,
and show that this change has had an impact on school
practice. The online culture and social media were also de-
scribed as affecting, in a positive way, the students' linguis-
tic development regarding English as a second language:

They [the students] are absolutely incred-
ible in English today. You see, most of the
students know English. And I think that's
thanks to digitalisation. Above all, they have
much better listening- and reading com-
prehension than before. Much, much bet-
ter. They can also speak much, much more
English. A completely different level.
(Informant 2)

More holistic ideas about students being different today
describe a change in how to motivate students to learn
school subjects. The digital world, which provides constant
stimulus in terms of points, levelling up, quick responses
to their actions, and appealing digital environments, was
argued to have affected students' preferences for how to

be taught. The digital transformation of education was
described as making it easier to ‘meet the students where
they are’ (Informant 4) and thus to motivate them. To sum-
marise this section in CHAT terms, the study identified
a congruent relationship between digital tools and the al-
legedly changed students.

DISCUSSION

The aim of this study was to examine how inclusive edu-
cation and the digitalisation of education are understood
and experienced in one Swedish case of special educa-
tion practice. Sweden has one of the most technology-
dense school systems in the world (IMD, 2021; Mori
et al., 2019; Wastiau et al., 2013), and the study adds em-
pirical knowledge to how the concept of inclusive edu-
cation is understood and organised within a digitalised
practice. By using CHAT as an analytical framework,
both contradictions and congruencies were identified in
relation to how to organise, develop, and facilitate in-
clusive school practices through the use of digital tools.
These findings contribute with knowledge that will also
be valuable in other contexts in the process of imple-
menting digital technologies for (inclusive) educational
purposes.

First, the results indicate that special educators in
this municipality are experiencing a shift in the inter-
pretation of what inclusive education means. The idea
of IE as a practice in which all students must be placed
in general classrooms, which they described as a pre-
viously accepted definition, seems to have changed.
The shift towards a more person-centred perspective,
which positions the individual's rights and needs for
self-realisation at the forefront of the group-centred
perspective, accentuating community and diversity
as educational ideals, can be described as a cultural-
historically driven development influenced by societal
discourses. In the context of this study, meeting stu-
dents' needs is positioned as the basis for an inclusive
practice, whereas the physical location of this prac-
tice is subordinate. Although placement in general
classrooms is highlighted as the ‘long-term goal’ of
inclusion, this goal should not take precedence over
students' rights to have their needs met. In this sense,
the results restructure the categories of IE identified
by Goransson and Nilholm (2014) and challenge the
placement category (A) as a basic requirement for in-
clusive education. This also reflects what Lindner and
Schwab (2020) refer to as a well-known discussion in
the field of inclusive education about when inclusion
turn into integration, and when we should rather call
it exclusion. In the absence of sufficient support in the
general classroom, a contradiction emerges between
the ideals of ‘all students in the same classroom’ and
‘meeting the needs of all students’, with the latter being
prioritised according to this study. This can be seen
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in light of discussions about the how the processes of
transforming inclusive education theory into prac-
tice are being affected by issues of local conditions,
resources, and financing mechanisms (Magnusson
et al., 2019; Meijer & Watkins, 2019).

Second, the importance of having a common un-
derstanding of what IE means within the organisa-
tion was stressed as an important prerequisite by the
participants (c.f. Finkelstein et al., 2021). If the object
of an activity is unclear, the activity risks not making
sense (Kaptelinin, 2005), and if the object is perceived
differently by various actors within the system, there
is a risk of ending up with several parallel activities
driven by different motives and represented through
different actions (Engestrom, 2015). In this study, the
latter seems to be the case since the special educators
had experiences of some of the taken actions towards
their idea of inclusion being questioned by others
with a different understanding of the object. From a
developmental perspective, it would be important to
highlight and discuss this primary contradiction (a
contradiction within one of the activity system's com-
ponents) within the organisations in order to define a
shared object, a process which in turn could push for
changes in the activity.

Another outcome of this study adds contextual
knowledge about the digital features of special ed-
ucation professions, and how the digitalisation of
education is represented in object-oriented special ed-
ucation practices, which at present are described as a
sparsely researched area (Anderson & Putman, 2019;
Holmgren, 2023; Istenic Starcic & Bagon, 2014). In this
case, the object was identified as inclusive education
with the outcome of academic and social success for all
students, and digital tools were described as tools that
expand the inclusive toolbox. Digital technologies were
argued to add options and variation, and to enable dif-
ferentiation (Tomlinson, 2014) which were described as
important aspects of inclusion as defined in this study.

Linked to this, the general teachers' teaching was
described as the foundation for inclusive education.
Supervising teachers in ways that make their teach-
ing more inclusive in general, and specifically with the
help of digital tools, was discussed as an important
and commonly occurring activity. This supervising
and guiding role corresponds well with the recommen-
dations made by NASNES (2020) in which educating
teachers and students in the use of softwares and meth-
ods was proposed as an assignment for special edu-
cators. Given that interprofessional cooperation and
consultation can benefit the process of achieving in-
clusion (Paulsrud & Nilholm, 2023), this task could be
related to the object of inclusion as meeting the needs
of all students. Digital tools were used to assist stu-
dents in need of special support, and digital screening
materials were commonly used to identify students at
risk of needing support.

nasen-*

These results strengthen the argument about the pro-
fessional toolboxes being expanded by digitalisation,
and thus able to offer more options. A contradiction
regarding the use of digital tools, and thus an identi-
fied source of potential change in the activity (Sannino
& Engestrom, 2018), was the informants' lack of broad
knowledge about the available tools. This knowledge was
explained as having a structured overview, or a map, of
‘the jungle of digital tools’ in which some informants had
experienced becoming lost. The large number of digital
tools available, in combination with the rapid develop-
ment of the market, lack of time, and lack of pre-service
and in-service training within this area, caused feelings
of resignation and despair among the informants. This
seems to have led to a practice whereby the special ed-
ucators in this municipality used a limited selection of
digital tools which they knew served their purposes, and
about which they had deeper knowledge. However, this
led to limitations regarding the options, variations, and
differentiations that were highlighted as benefits.

In addition, when faced with a situation in which
they were expected to give answers to questions out-
side of their digital comfort zone, for example when
teachers requested guidance about digital teaching,
informants had experienced that these expectations
exceeded their knowledge. Lack of knowledge is also
potentially problematic in relation to the result show-
ing that the majority of the special educators partici-
pating in this study were expected to have an influence
and impact on the organisational decisions regarding
strategies, purchases, and the distribution of digital
technologies. Overall, the results reveal a need to un-
derstand what kind of professional competencies are
expected and necessary in digitalised special education
practices, and the importance of supporting special
educators with in-service and pre-service training (c.f.
Donath et al., 2023).

Finally, a congruence between the students and dig-
ital teaching and learning was described in the case
of this study. Experiences of students socialising and
learning informally in different (digital) ways nowa-
days were understood as a cultural change, for which
using digital tools in education was not only seen as ex-
panding the professionals' repertoire of tools, but also
as a way of motivating students to learn; the expanded
professional toolbox that digitalisation enables was de-
scribed as bringing new efficient ways of working with
students towards the object. Digital features in teach-
ing were described as meeting the students where they
are, implying that, in this context, students are living
in a digitalised world which arguably influences their
motivations and preferences for how to be taught and
how to learn. This assumption must be critically bal-
anced and problematised, however, because research
has shown that not all students have the same prior
experiences or preferences (Eynon, 2020). In addition,
in relation to the object of inclusion as meeting all
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students' needs, pedagogical decisions in schools must
be based on the students' needs, and not primarily on
what they want.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE
RESEARCH

Because this study draws on data from one case of a spe-
cial education practice, the results should not be consid-
ered generalisable. In addition, the data consists of the
participants' responses and verbal descriptions of their
practice which might differ from their actual practice.
The fact that the interviews were carried out in Swedish
but published in English should also be viewed criti-
cally, given the potential for flaws in translation. Also,
the choice to include all the participants in one activ-
ity system delimits the opportunities to identify varia-
tions within and between the municipality's school units.
Future studies are encouraged to add perspectives from
other actors (e.g. teachers, students, school leaders)
within the activity system, which could shed further light
on the identified community-object contradiction.

CONCLUSIONS

This study has examined experiences of inclusive educa-
tion and digitalisation in one Swedish case of a special
education practice. A perceptible shift in the interpreta-
tion of inclusive education was highlighted, moving from
a group-centred perspective to a more person-centred
one, which emphasises individual rights and needs. This
evolution challenges previously accepted notions, such as
the centrality of placing students in general classrooms
as a basic requirement for inclusion. In addition, organi-
sational clarity about the meaning of inclusive education
emerged as crucial, with a lack of a shared understanding
leading to conflicting actions and motives within the sys-
tem. Furthermore, the study illuminates digital features
of special education practices, describing digital technol-
ogy as an expansion of the professional toolbox for creat-
ing inclusive learning environments. However, a challenge
was identified in the shape of informants' experienced lack
of knowledge in this area, revealing an expansion of the
requirements for professional competencies within digi-
talised special education practices. Lastly, a congruence
between students and digital teaching was acknowledged,
which emphasises a cultural shift in informal learning.
While digital tools were seen as motivational and meeting
students ‘where they are’, caution is urged to balance this
assumption with recognising diverse student experiences.
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