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Abstract

Through this paper, the authors, involved with initial and on-going teacher training, share their
thoughts on the competencies teachers need in order to facilitate teaching and learning for tomorrow’s
needs. This paper attempts to answer the following questions: Who is a teacher and what do we
mean by competencies? What actually makes a difference in children’s learning and what is the role
of the teacher in this learning process? Teaching is described as being a very stressful job with many
teachers experiencing burnout. Positive psychology has changed the focus of our attention from one of
psychopathologising to the study of “what makes a person cope and flourish even in such a stressful
job environment?”: the focus is therefore shifted to a “resilience perspective”. The authors strongly
believe in an education for all, i.e., Inclusive Education, and decided to focus their attention on those
teachers who have difficulty in coping and, for this reason, could tend to undermine the effectiveness
of inclusive education (Soresi et alii, 2013).
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Con questo contributo, gli autori, coinvolti nella formazione iniziale e continua per gli
insegnanti, condividono le loro riflessioni su quali siano le competenze che gli insegnanti
necessitano per attuare strategie di insegnamento-apprendimento efficaci per rispondere
ai bisogni di domani. Questo contributo si propone di rispondere alle seguenti domande:
chi è l’insegnante e cosa si intende per competenze? Quali elementi influiscono sull’ap-
prendimento dell’alunno e qual è il ruolo dell’insegnante in questo processo? Il lavoro del-
l’insegnante può essere descritto come molto stressante visti i casi di burnout. La psicologia
positiva ha cambiato il focus dell’attenzione da un approccio psicopatologico allo studio
di “che cosa permette ad una persona di reagire e progredire professionalmente nonostante
l’ambiente di lavoro sia così stressante?”: il focus è dunque traslato su una “prospettiva della
resilienza”. Gli autori credono fortemente in un’educazione per tutti, un’educazione in-
clusiva, e hanno quindi deciso di focalizzare la loro attenzione sugli insegnanti che riscon-
trano difficoltà nel reagire alle situazioni problematiche e che, per questa ragione,
potrebbero tendere a compromettere l’efficacia dell’educazione inclusiva.
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1. Introduction

This paper presents findings that help us better understand what competen-
cies teachers would need to acquire in order to respond to the demands of
the 21st century. Through this paper we try to give some answers to the fol-
lowing questions: 

1. Who is the teacher?
2. What influence does a teacher play in the life of a young learner?
3. What makes the difference to children’s learning?
4. What needs to be fostered in teachers to be effective?
5. What do teachers say about their profession?
6. What does positive psychology teach us?

Our first question is asking “Who is the teacher? What does this professional
do?”. The TALIS report (2013) adopts OECD (2004) definition of a teacher
as “a person whose professional activity involves the planning, organizing and
conducting of group activities whereby students’ knowledge skills and attitudes
develop as stipulated by educational programmes. In short, it is one whose
main activity is teaching” (p.28).  Researches have repeatedly emphasised the
crucial influence of the role of the teacher in the learning journey.

Research by Hanushek (2004) and Hershberg (2005) shows that the re-
lationship between aptitude, intelligence and school achievement is depen-
dent upon instructional conditions. Guskey (2011) concludes “when
instructional quality is high and well matched to students’ learning needs,
the magnitude of the relationship between aptitude/intelligence and school
achievement diminishes drastically and approaches zero” (p. 18). Hattie (2014)
in his synthesis of meta-analyses relating to achievement claims that about
20-30% of the variance in student achievement stems from the teachers’ ef-
fects (p. 103). 

It is therefore inevitably clear that the formation of teachers is paramount
to the success of education for tomorrow’s learner. The European Commis-
sion (2013) upholds the need of “making sure that teachers have the essential
competencies they require in order to be effective in the classroom” (p.5).
The European Commission emphasises the need for European countries to
continue “encouraging teachers to continue developing and extending their
competencies” (p. 5) so as to raise levels of student attainment and meet the
needs of a fast changing world.

Before we proceed we need to define what we understand by compe-
tencies. We need to be able to answer the questions related to what teachers
are “expected to know, and be able to do”. Such a “framework of teacher competencies
may then be a basis for: 
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– Defining the learning outcomes of initial teacher education programmes
– Defining criteria for recruitment and selection to teaching posts
– Assessing teachers’ needs for in-service training, and 
– Arranging provision of professional learning opportunities so that teachers continue
to develop their competencies throughout their whole carriers” (European Com-
mission, 2013, p. 5, paragraph 5). 

While we value the clarity and directionality that competencies give to
the work on teacher formation, we cannot not see the limitations that such
an approach has on this endeavour. Sultana (2009) upholds that the critiques
made towards the different versions of competence-based approaches need
to be addressed. Sultana outlines the following three critiques:  

(a) to be reductionist and fragmentary in relation to tasks that are com-
plex and integrative of many dimensions of the self;

(b) to define good practice solely in relation to institutional norms rather than
in consultation with practitioners and service users;

(c) to forget that there are aspects of human behaviour which are more
likely to be caught than taught, and that therefore, excellence is some-
times the results not of targeted training as much as of socialization
into (and by) a community of established practitioners” (Sultana,
2009, p. 29)

These critiques have to be taken seriously if we want to ensure a forma-
tion programme that acknowledges the complexity of the profession – a pro-
fession that deals with human subjects that are complex in nature and create
complex situations that go beyond institutional norms. Notwithstanding
these limitations we do need to identify knowledge, skills, attitudes and values
to ensure that teacher training and formation has the right ingredients for
moulding the profile of a successful teacher.  The European Community
(2013) states “making sure that teachers have the essential competencies they
require in order to be effective in the classroom is one of the keys to raising
levels of student attainment; encouraging teachers to continue developing
and extending their competencies is vital in a fast changing world” (p. 5).

There is, however, no unanimously accepted standard and definition of
“competence” (Bourgonje, Tromp, 2011). Bourgonje and Tromp (2011) con-
tinue to argue that “in general, the understanding of “competence” is shifting
however from a narrow focus on what a person can do towards a more ho-
listic focus on the possession and development of a complex combination of
integrated skills, knowledge, attitudes and values displayed in the context of
job performance” (p. 9).

John Hattie in his seminal work Visible Learning (2009) presented a col-
lection of researches about what actually works in improving children’s learn-
ing in schools. This collection of researches shows that by making teaching
and learning visible we can know the impact of our teaching practices on
student achievement. Hattie’s meta-analysis of the extensive research already
out in the public domain indicates that teacher’s need to have high expecta-
tions from students, intervene and give prompt feedback, be able to build on



prior achievement, be able to articulate success criteria and achievements,
foster effort and engage students in their own learning. 

2. Research findings

Having highlighted the prominent effect teachers have on students’ learning
we will now turn to listen to what teachers themselves think they need to
become more effective teachers. We will present the teachers’ voices both
those presented by the OECD’s international survey – published as the
2013 TALIS report – and those findings revealed with data conducted by
one of the authors of this paper together with two other researchers in
2009. Tanti Burlò, Camilleri and Zucca presented these data at the EFPA
European Federation of Psychologists Associations conference. 

On the international scene, teachers, working in lower secondary
schools, thought they needed training or further training in ICT, “special
needs1” teaching, and teaching in multicultural and multilingual settings as
well as responding to students’ behaviour and classroom management, ap-
proaches to individualized learning, career guidance and counselling
(TALIS, 2014, p. 6). These teachers, however, tended to attend training
mainly in subject specific areas (TALIS, 2014, p. 6) and when they did at-
tend training on learners with “special needs” they felt that these courses
did not answer to their teaching needs. 

In many EU countries school leaders also report significant shortages
of teachers with competencies in teaching students with special needs (FR,
NL, HR, ES, EE) (TALIS, 2014, p. 4). Teachers should, therefore, be offered
opportunities to develop their skills in these areas in a way that would at-
tract them to attend the course, in the first place, and making the course
meaningful for them to become more effective educators.

Teachers who are involved in collaborative learning report that they are
using innovative pedagogies more and state that they are more satisfied with
their jobs (TALIS, 2014, p. 7). Consequently, more training in collaborative
learning is a must.

The TALIS report also highlights the fact that “(W)hile a vast majority
of teachers and school leaders state that, all in all, they are satisfied with
their jobs, only 19% of EU teachers and 30% of EU school leaders think
that teaching is valued in society. Less than 10% of teachers in Croatia,
Spain, Sweden, France and Slovakia view teaching as a profession valued
in society” (TALIS, 2014, p. 5).

The TALIS 2013 study showed that “experienced teachers feel on av-
erage more confident about their abilities (‘self-efficacy’), but their job-sat-
isfaction is lower than for teachers in their early years”. Teachers’

Elena Tanti Burló, Colin Calleja, Liberato Camilleri

1 “Special needs” is in inverted commas since we believe that every learner is unique and
we do not need to identify any children as having  “special needs”. 
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self-efficacy and job satisfaction are positively linked with: 1. good student-
teacher relations; 2. opportunities to participate in school decisions and 3.
collaborative learning (TALIS, 2014). A whole school approach needs to
be developed to create the environment for the above to develop. Chal-
lenging behaviour in the classroom is one of the factors typically linked to
lower job satisfaction (TALIS, 2014, p. 5).

Howard and Johnson (2004) note that the incidence of job stress and
burnout, particularly among professionals employed in human service or-
ganizations, has been well documented over the last 20 years. In their study
they insist that instead of looking at what causes stress and burnout one
should look at the factors which facilitate teacher resilience and coping
strategies. Many teachers leave the profession early due to ill health or ask
for early retirement (Howard, Johnson, 2004).

The purpose of Howard and Johnson’s study, was to see whether one
could apply the same concept of resilience (used in children’s studies), to
those teachers who coped extremely well, notwithstanding the highly
stressful conditions they taught in. The authors developed the following
screening device which helped school principals identify those teachers
who were “ ‘at risk’ of stress and burnout, due to the nature of their work,
but who nevertheless were ‘resilient’ (i.e. they persistently and successfully
coped with stress)” (Howard, Johnson, 2004).  This screening device is being
reproduced below.

Fig. 1  Howard and Johnson Screening Device to help in the identification of teachers 
at-risk of stress and burn-out who are displaying resilient and non-resilient behaviour

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

TTeeaacchheerrss aatt rriisskk ooff ssttrreessss aanndd bbuurrnn--oouutt mmaayy eexxppeerriieennccee tthhee ffoolllloowwiinngg ffaaiirrllyy 
rreegguullaarrllyy:: 
! Students who are unmotivated and non-compliant in class 
! Students who act violently towards each other and the teacher 
! Students who come from severely disadvantaged, abusive and/or 

neglectful backgrounds 
! Time and workload pressures 
! Change (organizational, administrative, professional, personal) 
! Difficult relations with colleagues 

 

SSttrreessss aanndd BBuurrnn--oouutt 
Some of these teachers seem to not do OK in 

the face of these stressors 
 

RReessiilliieennccee 
Some of these teachers seem to do OK in the 

face of these stressors 
 

TTeeaacchheerrss eexxppeerriieennccee ssttrreessss aanndd bbuurrnnoouutt oofftteenn 
…… 
! Have difficulty working with unmotivated, 
non-complaint students 
! Need to call on others for assistance in 
dealing with unruly behavior 
! Appear to be incapacitated by critical 
incidents 
! Seem overwhelmed by students’ personal 
problems and needs 
! Blame students or colleagues for perceived 
failure to cope 
! Need to take leave to deal with work related 
stress 

TTeeaacchheerrss ddiissppllaayyiinngg rreessiilliieennccee oofftteenn …… 
•" Demonstrate effective strategies for working 

with difficult students 
! Respond appropriate to violent behavior 
! Respond to critical incidents and students’   

personal problems and needs in genuine but 
emotionally self-protective ways 

! Manage relations with colleagues effectively 
! Manage time and workload successfully 
! Handle change flexibly and creatively 



The results from Howard and Johnson (2004) study clearly show that re-
silient teachers tend to describe incidents of violence both within and out
of the classrooms in a calm manner.  The researchers showed that while the
incidents teachers experienced were serious (children physically attacked
other children or teachers by throwing furniture, punching, kicking and bit-
ing and verbal abuse) and were obviously a source of stress, teachers claimed
that the most stressful source came when dealing with aggressive, abusive
parents (Howard, Johnson, 2004, p. 408).

A consistent feature brought up by all the participants in the Howard
Johnson study was a “sense of agency – a strong belief in their ability to con-
trol what happens to them (the opposite of which is fatalism or helplessness)”
(Howard and Johnson, 2004, p. 409). This became evident from their narra-
tives on how they responded to the aggression and violence that they expe-
rienced on an almost daily basis.  The “key strategy mentioned by all 10
teachers in the three different schools was the need to depersonalise the un-
pleasant or difficult events (Howard, Johnson, 2004, p. 409). 

They did this in various ways by: seeing whether they acted appropriately;
whether they could have responded better and whether they learnt from
their experience. This was done through explaining the events to themselves
and trying to understand the parents’ and children’s motivations and circum-
stances and what Howard and Johnson termed as the “moral purpose”. All
participants in this study were teachers who chose to work in underprivi-
leged schools convinced that they could make a difference.

After discussing some of the international literature, in the next section
we would like to present some of the data generated from Maltese secondary
State schools (forms 3 to 5) teaching students from the age of 13/14 to 15/16
as part of the research project called “When educating becomes difficult”
(Tanti Burlò, Camilleri, Zucca, 2011). 

The following table describes the participants in this project. The great
majority of them were teachers but, since there are a few LSA’s (Learning
Support Assistants) plus other educators, the participants are being referred
to as educators. 

Table 1: The Participants (Tanti Burlò, Camilleri, Zucca, 2011)

Gender 
Position at school 

Male Female 
Total 

Count 52 153 205 Teacher 
 Percentage 92.9% 83.6% 85.8% 

Count 0 11 11 LSA 
Facilitator Percentage .0% 6.0% 4.6% 

Count 1 15 16 Supply 
facilitator Percentage 1.8% 8.2% 6.7% 

Count 3 4 7 

 
 

Other 
Percentage 5.4% 2.2% 2.9% 

Count 56 183 239  
 
                 Total Percentage 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
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This study, which involved 239 educators, focused on what difficulties
educators encountered in teaching and what they perceived were the causes
of such difficulties.   

Through this study the researchers also wanted to identify those areas of
competencies educators wish to develop to be able to deal more effectively
with such challenging situations.  

The educators were first asked to describe the incidence they felt they
had most trouble coping with (Figure 3) and then to state the reasons why
they thought they couldn’t cope (Figure 4). 

Figure 3 summarises the incidences teacher identified as most challenging
for them. 

Fig. 3. Perceived situations educators found challenging

The data has been further grouped under different headings according
to the focus of the incidence given by teachers: description of incidence fo-
cused on the students; on institutional policies and resources, and family.

Fig. 4. Focus given by teachers of the incident described.

Therefore, one can see that the great majority of teachers attributed the
basis of their difficulties in teaching to their students’ behavioural issues.  

Here are some representative samples of what the educators wrote in an-
swering this open ended question “Could you kindly describe the incidence
you feel you had most trouble coping with?” 

Educators’  Voices: 
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Description of incidence focused on the students: 73.6%
Description of incidence focused on institutional policies and resources: 8.3%
Description of incidence focused on the student’s family: 3.0%
5% of educators stated that they did not experience such incidents.



“When a whole class (low stream) made it clear to me that they don’t
want to learn anything” (Teacher)
“Students who are reluctant to work no matter how hard you try to mo-
tivate them. This is often the case with mixed ability classes (secondary
school in my case) where hyperactivity is used to mark their inability to
follow/understand/work out   tasks assigned. Moreover, their unruly be-
haviour often reflects their social background: discourteous communi-
cation amongst themselves, use of bad language (at times) etc” (Teacher)
“When I had an argument with a kid. He was sent to the headmaster’s
(office) and while he waited outside his office he escaped from school
and threw a stone at my car and kicked the mudguard” (Teacher)
“The kind of students we have, have never been described by univer-
sity tutors. Challenging behaviour has become normal” (Teacher).

Fig. 5. Educators’ reasons for not coping with their perceived challenging situation.

When asked to describe why a certain situation was difficult and why they
felt they could not cope the educators highlighted the following reasons: they
couldn’t handle the situation (22.9%); that this was due to misbehaviour, disrup-
tion, bad language (20.6%); unmotivated students (10,3%); lack of respect for
rules and authority (10.3%); that students cannot learn (6.3%) and due to ag-
gression (5.1%). These were given as the main reasons for their not being able
to cope with “difficult teaching situations” while 1.7% specified that they felt “a
sense of helplessness and hopelessness” which might be the feeling many other
educators felt. The answers given were grouped in the following categories start-
ing from reasons directly linked to the educators themselves, the students, the
working relationships between the educators and colleagues, the school admin-
istration (SMT: Senior Management Team) and also those decisions taken cen-
trally by the Ministry and Educational Directorate.
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Fig. 6. Reasons given by educators for not coping according to categories

Figure 6 demonstrates that the majority of educators think that the rea-
sons why they find it difficult to teach lays outside their control – and caused
by the students. 

Educators’ Voices:

“Language is a barrier. So admonitions should be in Maltese to be ef-
fective (English teacher). The school authorities do not provide
enough support. With all due respect, they know how to bounce the
problem on to you. It is easier to control the teachers then the stu-
dents!” (Teacher)
“I don’t say I couldn’t cope but it is certainly difficult. Obviously, it is
easier to have a homogeneous group of students” (Teacher)
“That I was wasting my time with them and that our education is re-
ally failing with these kids who have no support at home” (Teacher).

Reasons focusing on the educators themselves 24%
– I couldn’t handle it (22.9%)
– Sense of helplessness and hopelessness (1.7%)

Reasons focusing on the students 63.5%
– Misbehaviour, disruption, bad language (20.6%)
– Unmotivated students (10.3%)
– Disrespect for rules/authority (10.3%)
– Students cannot learn (6.3%)
– Aggressive behaviour (5.1%)
– Very demanding students (4.0%)
– Demotivated students (2.9%)
– Students’ personal traits (2.3%)
– Fidgety (1.7%)

Relationships between the educators and colleagues and school administra-
tion (SMT: Senior Management Team) 4.8%
– Lack of support form the SMT (3.7%)
– Lack of support from colleagues (1.1%)

Centralised decisions 4.6%
– Mixed ability classes (4.6 %)



Fig. 7. Reasons for Difficult situations according to educators

Teachers were then asked whether these difficulties could be prevented
and what kind of support they needed. Their answers were grouped in the
following categories according to the locus of responsibility: Centralised
Ministry/Directorate decisions, School Administration, Teacher, Teacher Re-
lationships, linked with teachers’ teaching and Home/ after school support.

Fig. 8. Preventive measures according to the locus of responsibility
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Centralised Ministry/Directorate decisions 55.3%
The need of more resources 8.8
Support for teachers 7.5
Reduction of syllabus 7.5
Teaching responsibility/duties 7.5
Support to all who need it 5.0
Financial support 3.8
Smaller classes 2.5
Other professionals 2.5
More literacy lessons 2.5
Inclusive education 2.5
Streaming 2.5
After school support 1.3
Support in learning zones 1.3

School administration 17.5% 
Strong disciplinary action by administration (17.5%)

Relationships 8.8%
Team-work between SMT and teachers (6.3%)
Good teacher student relationship (2.5%)

Linked with teachers’ teaching 6.3%
Teaching real life situations (5.0%)
Motivating lessons (1.3%)

Home/ after school support 11.3%
Educating parents/support at home (10.0%)
After school support (1.3%)
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Fig. 9. Preventive measures according to the locus of responsibility

Once again the data above shows that educators don’t see themselves as
the main source for solutions. The data points to external agents for solutions,
mainly from centralised support and other sources that can offer support to
students and their parents after school hours. 

The answers, given for the question which asked what type of support
educators think they would need in order to address the above mentioned
challenges, were grouped in the same categories used above:  

Fig. 10.Types of support educators state they need
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Centralised Ministry/Directorate 36.3%
More resources in school (9.5%)
Learning Support Assistants (LSAs) for whole class/more LSAs (8.3%)
Smaller classes (5.1%)
More SW in schools (5.1%)
Less mixed abilities (4.5%)
More time (1.9%)
More support from Directorate (1.9%)

School administration 26.1%
Back up re discipline (26.1%)

Educators’ Relationships 2.5%
Co-operation with parents (2.5%)*

Educator based 31.8%
Training (22.9%)
Personalized support (8.9%)

Home/after school 2.5%
Co-operation with parents (2.5%)*

Others 3.2%



Predictors of effective inclusive educators

Fig. 11. Search for predictors

This study also highlighted some characteristics of highly effective edu-
cators. Those educators who are most aware of the need to continue devel-
oping their skills, to become more effective educators, have stated that they
organise students in mixed ability groups, practice ‘differentiated teaching’
and think that they can prevent certain difficult situations through addressing
the diverse needs of their students. These also showed to have a stronger belief
in inclusive education. However, these predictors only account for 12% of
the total variation in the dependent variable (responses).  

It was also evident from the data that those educators who seem to be
more positive and want to improve their skills had a higher level of belief in
the value of inclusion. Others with a less positive outlook towards inclusive
education seem to think that they do not need to further develop their skills
to become more effective teachers.

The major limitation of the One-way ANOVA test, Pearson correlation
and Chi Square test is that they investigate solely the relationship between a
dependent variable and an independent predictor. However, the goal of many
research studies is to estimate collectively the quantitative effect of the pre-
dictors upon the dependent variable that they influence.  It is well known
that a lone predictor could be rendered a very important contributor in ex-
plaining variations in the dependent variable, but would be rendered unim-
portant in the presence of other predictors.  In other words, the suitability of
a predictor in a regression model fit often depends on what other predictors
are included with it.  
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The regression model reveals two significant predictors of the dependent
variable ‘How inclusive would you like to see State school in 5 years time?’.
‘Do you think you need to further your skills to make you a more effective
educator?’ is the best predictor of the dependent variable. This is followed by
‘Teachers’ use of group work according to mixed abilities during the scholas-
tic year’ . There were two other predictors ‘Teachers’ use of differentiated
teaching’ and ‘Teachers’ perception on the preventability of difficult situations’
that had a p-value slightly greater than the 0.05 level of significance.  Analysis
for these two predictors was also carried out.

Fig. 12. Inclusive education in 5 years time with developing skills

The study also showed that teachers with a B.Ed (Hons) (a 4 year Initial
Teacher Training course offered at the university) seem to have encountered
fewer difficulties than graduates following a one year initial teacher prepara-
tion course after completing a 3 or 4 year Bachelor degree in a specific sub-
ject (PGCE).

Also overall, it seems that the younger Maltese teachers encountered more
difficulties. These difficulties seem to lessen after a couple of years of teaching
to increase once again, rather sharply, in the 31+ years group showing signs
of early burn out. 

The above observation is also supported by the data on the perceived self-
efficacy of new and more experienced teachers (OECD, TALIS Database,
2012). The data shows that Maltese new teachers perceive statistically signif-
icantly much lower levels of self-efficacy than their more experienced peers.
Malta ranks 16th place out of 23 countries on level of self-efficacy with levels
being way below average for the 23 countries. New teachers also spend more
time on classroom management than experienced ones and express a much
higher need for professional development in student discipline and be-
havioural difficulties (OECD, TALIS Database, 2008, in TALIS 2012 p.2).
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Moreover, further analyses of the data gathered in the Maltese study,  in-
dicated that educators encountered more difficulties with:

1. Teaching content to part of the class when these classes were described as
being “mixed ability”, “middle and lower streams/sets” (p.= 0.049) and

2. Behavioural difficulties with part of the class when these classes were de-
scribed as mixed ability, middle and lower streams/sets (p.= 0.00).

Therefore, educators seem to encounter the greatest difficulties in the
lower streams and sets. This state of affairs could easily have repercussions on
the educators most of whom are not pleased to be working in lower
streams/sets and would not have willingly have chosen to teach students at
the lower end of academic achievement. Educators are also experiencing dif-
ficulties in mixed ability classes.

This study and the evidence discussed above continue to strengthen the
belief that teachers need to develop skills to be able to work within inclusive
settings. However, having skills is only one side of the coin. Inclusive educa-
tion requires certain attitudes and values apart from skills. Inclusive education
also depends on the collaboration of all the stakeholders, namely educators,
parents, children, school administration, policy makers and other professionals
(Tanti Burlò, 2010; Soresi et alii, 2013).

It is also important to highlight the need for teachers to take responsibility
for their teaching even when “educating becomes difficult” and not abdicate
this responsibility onto others (the school senior management team, the Min-
istry responsible for education, the educational directorate, the students and
their families). The study showed that most teachers seem to look for solu-
tions outside of their institution or at least outside of their classrooms, pathol-
ogising learners’ behaviour and looking for “special intervention” with more
“special” resources being put into the schools turning them into places of
control by the SMT. The proposed “Education Act”, published in 2014 for
consultation by the Ministry for Education and Employment (Ministry for
Education and Employment, 2014a) is removing the parents’ rights to decide
what is the best education for their child and transferring this power to the
Head of School. The Head of School would be the person who decides
whether a child should go to a resource centre, learning zone, nurture groups
or attend any other specialised service or not. The disempowerment of par-
ents and the abdication of the teachers’ responsibility to teach all students
becomes a threat to school inclusion itself and a threat to the educational
process (Tanti Burlò, 2010; Soresi et alii, 2013). A far cry from the declared
aim of the proposed Education Act, also known as Bringing education into
the 21st century, is “to ensure an excellent standard of education for a better
quality of life for all learners and which will equip learners to live in an in-
clusive and multicultural society able to celebrate diversity and the employ-
ment of human rights to all” (Ministry for Education and Employment,
2014b). 

Skills are not enough. Ferrari, Sgaramella & Soresi (2015) state that fos-
tering inclusion requires positive action, “such as hope, optimism and resilience,
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and the ability to instil these values” in the learners (Ferrari, Sgaramella, & Soresi
p194, 2015) and to move away from the teachers’ “sense of helplessness and
hopelessness” (quoting a Maltese teacher).

In their study of 500 teachers Soresi et al. (2013) have identified four dif-
ferent groups of teachers according to different attitudes toward teaching and
inclusion. These are:

1. Pessimists and disappointed (35%) 
2. Definitely unsatisfied and pessimists (17%)
3. Moderately supportive, optimistic and realist (27%)
4. Very positive, optimist and resilient (21%)

(Soresi et al. 2013)

“Pessimists and disappointed” which formed 32% of those studied in
Soresi et al. are teachers who “consider themselves as unable to instil confi-
dence and hope in other persons” or even respond appropriately to difficult
situations they may encounter. “These practitioners are inclined to show pas-
sive emotions, feelings of high resignation and try to delegate to others the
responsibility of searching for adequate intervention and strategies capable
of overcoming obstacles and barriers” (p. 194).

Teachers who fell under the category “definitely unsatisfied and pes-
simists” formed 17% of the cohort. These teachers are “limited in self-efficacy
beliefs, they feel unable to help persons facing real difficulties nor able to
instil feelings of hope and optimism which they need in order to face diffi-
culties and obstacles they encounter everyday in their lives”. “They are also
inclined to recognize a low value and social prestige in the activities they
perform” (p. 195).

Teachers that fell under the category of “moderately supportive, optimistic
and realist” formed 27% of the cohort. Soresi and his team describe these
teachers as being characterized by having sufficient self-efficacy belief about
their work; have positive feelings with respect to the work they do, which
they consider as socially helpful and believe they are able to effectively con-
duct their work and are helpful to others.

Finally, those with “very positive, optimist and resilient attitude” form 21%
of the cohort. These teachers: “believe that more positive events than negative
ones can happen also on the “disability planet”; “consider themselves as capable
of establishing positive relationship with colleagues”, and “recognize in them-
selves the ability to instil confidence and hope also in those persons who are
worried about their personal discomforts and difficulties” (p. 195).

Positive, optimistic and resilient educators are crucial for the success of
the inclusion project. “(I)n times characterized by crisis and uncertainty” such
characteristics are crucial for our educators. Soresi and colleagues highlight
the need to continue to “address public recognition and esteem because it is thanks
to their enthusiasm and to their positive feelings that inclusive processes are
still fostered in several different local contexts” (p. 195). 

It is clear for Soresi et al “that students, either with or without impair-



ments or so called “special needs”, ‘educated’ by teachers such as those in the
first and second group, will easily exhibit:

– learning difficulties;
– low levels of motivation to academic achievement;
– low self-efficacy beliefs and 
– low level of self-regulation abilities (Soresi et al., p. 195).

The above descriptions given by Soresi et al (2013) also correspond to
Howard and Johnson’s (2004) descriptions of resilient and non-resilient
teachers.

3. Conclusion

This research has demonstrated a number of crucial characteristics that should
form an integral part of the curriculum for both initial teacher education
and continuing professional development offered for in-service teachers.
Teacher education programmes should ensure that the attitudes, values and
skills – that are required for teachers to be more inclusive – form an integral
part of any professional formation. Educators need to be equipped with self-
regulating abilities to ensure that the challenges that they identify are resolved
through a strong professional community that acts in favour of all learners.
The State should also provide the necessary environment to facilitate inclu-
sive practices by first and foremost training its educators to implement a
whole school positive behaviour approach, Universal Design for Learning
and cooperative learning. Once teachers are equipped with the right tools
and a set of attitudes and values that embrace a positive approach to teaching,
the need of any form of selection becomes obsolete.

References

Bourgonje B., Tromp. R. (2011). Quality Educators: An International Study of
Teacher Competences and Standards. Education. International/Oxfam Novib. In
http://download.ei-ie.org/Docs/WebDepot/Quality%20Educators.pdf.

European Commission. (2013). Supporting teacher competency development for better learning
outcomes. Brussels. In http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/repository/ed-
ucation/policy/school/doc/teachercomp_en.pdf.

Ferrari L., Sgaramella M.T., Soresi S. (2015). Bridging disability and work. Contribu-
tion and challenges of Life Design. In L. Nota, J. Rossier, Handbook of Life Design:
From Practice to Theory and From Theory to Practice (pp. 219-232). Göttingen:
Hogrefe.

Guskey  T.R.  (2011). Five Obstacles to Grading reform. Educational, School, and Coun-
seling Psychology. Faculty Publications. 6. In http://ukno wledg e.u k y. ed u/ -
rdp_facpub/6.

Hanushek E.A. (2004). Some simple analytics of school quality (working paper 10229).

Elena Tanti Burló, Colin Calleja, Liberato Camilleri



Studium Educationis • anno XVIII - n. 3 - ottobre 2017 • studi e ricerche 

Cambridge, M.A.: National bureau of economic quality.
Hattie J.A.C.,  Yates G. (2014). Visible Learning and the Science of how we Learn.  Rout-

ledge Publications Oxon, UK.
Hattie J.A.C. (2009). Visible Learning: A Synthesis of Over 800 Meta-Analyses Relating

to Achievement. Routledge Publications Oxon, UK.
Hershberg T. (2005). Value-added assessment and systemic reform: A response to the

challenge of human capital development. Phi Delta Kappan, 87 (4), pp. 276-283.
Howard S., Johnson B. (2004). Resilient teachers: resisting stress and burnout. Social

Psychology of Education, 4, pp 399-420.
Meyer A. R. (2014). Universal design for learning: Theory and practice.Wakefield MA: CA,

USA.
Ministry for Education and Employment. (2014a). The Education Act. Bringing education

into the 21st century. In http://justiceservices.gov.mt/DownloadDocument. aspx ?a -
pp=lom&itemid=8801&l=1 Ministry for Education and Employment.

Ministry for Education and Employment. (2014b). Consultation document on reforms to
The Education Act. Ministry for Education and Employment.   

Nota L., Rossier J. (Eds.). (2015). Handbook of the life design paradigm: From practice to
theory, from theory to practice. Germany: Hogrefe. 

OECD (2008). TALIS Database. In TALIS 2012 retrieved from http://www. oe -
cd.org/edu/school/What%20Can%20Be%20Done%20to%20Support%20New%2
0Teachers.pdf

OECD (2014). TALIS 2013 Results: An International Perspective on Teaching and
Learning, TALIS, OECD publishing. Retrieved from http://dx.doi.org/10. -
1787/9789264196261-en

Soresi S., Nota L., Ferrari L., Sgaramella T.M., Ginevra M. C., Santilli S. (2013). Inclu-
sion in Italy: From numbers to ideas ... that is from “special” visions to the promo-
tion of inclusion for all. Life Span and Disability, 16 (2), pp. 187-217.

Sultana R. (2009). Competence and competence frameworks in career guidance: com-
plex and contested concepts. International Journal of Educationcal and Vocational Guid-
ance, 9, pp. 15-30. Springer Verlag DOI 10.1007/s10775-008-9148-6.

Tanti Burlè E. (2010). Inclusive education, a qualitative leap. Lifespan and disability,
XIII, 2, pp. 203-221. In http://www.lifespan.it/client/abstract/ENG211_5.pdf

Tanti Burlò E., Camilleri L., Zucca D. (2011). Inclusive education: A qualitative leap? Not
without fully engaged educators. Paper presented at the 12th European psychology
Congress: Turkey, July 2011.




