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Student participation in dialogue in individual subject
curriculum meetings: students’ and parents’ perceptions
Janaina Hartveit Lie

Department of Education, University of Agder, Kristiansand, Norway

ABSTRACT
While there has been considerable research on students with special
educational needs and their parents’ participation at individual
subject curriculum (ISC) meetings at school, less attention has
been paid to their perception of the dialogue between students
and professionals. The aim of this study has been to investigate
whether the dialogue taking place in ISC meetings is deliberative.
The data for this study are based on individual, semi-structured
interviews with 12 Norwegian lower secondary school students
with specific learning difficulties, and 10 parents. Findings show
that the professionals’ use of technical jargon made it challenging
for students to share their views in the dialogue, as they did not
understand everything being said. Moreover, findings show that
professionals only exceptionally asked to know the students’
views. The study shows that the levels of student agency is poor
and needs to be addressed.
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Introduction

In Norway, inclusion constitutes a basic principle underpinning the Government’s edu-
cation policy (Ministry of Education and Research 2016–2017). The overarching prin-
ciple is that students must be given equal opportunities to progress in their work with
the academic subjects, irrespectively of gender, social, cultural or linguistic background
(Dale 2008, 82). An important aspect of inclusion in schools is that all students, includ-
ing those receiving special education, should participate in the planning, implemen-
tation, and assessment of the teaching they receive (Ministry of Education and
Research 2006). In ten-year compulsory education almost 49,000 students receive
special education, which corresponds to 7.7% of student population (Ministry of Edu-
cation and Research 2019a). Students who have been unable, or are unable, to achieve
satisfactory learning outcomes from regular teaching, have the right to receive special
education (Education Act, Section 5-1). The concept of students with special edu-
cational needs (SEN) is increasingly used to describe children who vary in their
ability to read, write, and calculate (Ogden 2014). In recent years one has seen a
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steady increase in the proportion of students receiving special education in ordinary
classes (Ministry of Education and Research 2019b).

Students with a right of special education also have a right to get an individual subject
curriculum (ISC) (Education Act, Section 5-5). An ISC is an important part of planning
the teaching for students receiving special education as it outlines the goals and content
and how the teaching will be implemented. Accordingly, it is important to include each
student in the dialogue that can lead to decisions about his or her ISC. One platform
where this dialogue takes place is ISC meetings, where professionals, the student’s
parents, and the student meet to discuss aspects of the ISC not yet having been decided
upon. The term ‘professionals’ refers to employees at the school with education and/or
special education qualifications who participate in ISC meetings (e.g. teachers and
special educators).

Research on attendance in ISC meetings shows that students in the 15–19 age bracket
attend meetings as frequently as their parents (Wagner et al. 2012), and that principals,
special education directors, and special educators encourage students to take an active
part in meetings (Martin et al. 2004). However, research shows that students and
parents have a passive role in the meetings (Bray and Russell 2016), and they describe
their participation as frustrating and stressful because their own perspectives are dismissed
(Zeitlin and Curcic 2014). A report published by the Ombudsman for Children (2017),
indicates that students with SEN only rarely take part in decisions on how the special edu-
cation is to be carried out. It is important to obtain knowledge on whether students and
parents feel that professionals include students in the dialogue at ISC meetings, because
research has shown that students who are included are more motivated for achieving
their learning goals (Barnard-Brak and Lechtenberger 2010).

The aim of this study has been to obtain knowledge on whether the dialogue that
takes place in ISC meetings between students, their parents, and professionals is delib-
erative. The focus on deliberation is anchored in the fact that the curriculum in Nor-
wegian schools aims at promoting democracy (Education Act, Section 1-1) by giving
students values, attitudes and skills that contribute to their becoming active citizens
in society (Stray 2011). By taking part in deliberation through dialogue, students
learn to distance themselves from the passive adoption of correct opinions and behav-
iour (Solhaug 2006). The article continues with a brief presentation of the study’s
theoretical framework, which is based on Habermas (1996) definition of processes of
deliberation.

Theoretical framework

Habermas (1996, 305) ‘processes of deliberation’ are characterised by each individual par-
ticipant having an equal right and opportunity to be heard, to introduce topics, to make
their own proposals, and to criticise proposals made by others. Habermas (1996) under-
standing is not based on dialogue between professionals (in this case, school employees
with education and/or special education qualifications), and non-professionals (in this
case, students and their parents), but rather a ‘deliberative democracy’, characterised by
reaching decisions through a political consensus after citizens have expressed their own
viewpoints, arguments and opinions (Englund 2010). However, this has not proved to
be an obstacle to the theory’s earlier application in the study of professional conversations
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(cf. Tveit 2014; Tveit and Walseth 2012). The conversations that arise in ISC meetings
where both professionals and non-professionals (in this case, students and their
parents) are present, exemplify a professional conversation. This theory was preferred
because it creates an understanding of the experiences of students and their parents relat-
ing to the dialogue that arose in the ISC meetings.

Methodology

The present study is based on an interview study consisting of 12 interviews with stu-
dents with SEN and 10 interviews with their parents. Each interview was conducted
separately. The interviews were semi-structured, with data in the present study being
based on open-ended questions about how informants perceived the dialogue that
took place at the ISC meetings. The empirical data referred to in this article are
based on audiotaped and transcribed material. The study was reported to the Norwe-
gian Centre for Research Data on 26 April 2017 and was carried out in accordance with
the Norwegian National Research Ethics Committees’ (NESH 2016) guidelines for
handling personal data.

Participants

Purposeful sampling (Patton 2002) was used to select information-rich cases to illuminate
the phenomenon in question: the views of students and their parents on the conversations
taking place in ISC meetings. The sampling criteria for each student were as follows: (1)
that they were 15 years of age and enrolled in year 10 (2) they identified with a specific
learning difficulty, (3) they were receiving special education in primary school (not a
‘special school’), (4) they had attended ISC meetings and were following an ISC, and
(5) Norwegian was their first language. The participants in the study are residents in
three medium-sized municipalities in Norway, and have varied experience of participating
in ISC meetings. While some were present at one, and in some cases two meetings, others
were present at parts of a meeting.

The sampling criteria for parents were that they had participated in minimum one ISC
meeting, and that they had a child who met the above criteria. All students, with the excep-
tion of two, had a parent who was an informant in the study. The parents gave their own
consent to being included as participants in the study. The educational psychological
service was asked to distribute an information sheet to potential participants, in order
that they could determine whether they wished to participate, and an age-appropriate
information sheet was provided for students, to help them evaluate whether they
wished to participate. Families wishing to participate consented through signing a form
of consent. To protect participant privacy and confidentiality, pseudonyms have been
used in the reporting of all findings.

Analytical approach

The first stage of the analysis consisted of a review of interview data, where the researcher
generated codes describing the content of statements. Examples of codes include needs,
contributions, and desires. The second stage involved constructing thematic categories
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where codes relating to the same theme were classified in the same category. The category
containing the highest number of codes is dialogue, which for this reason was preferred in
the continued analysis. The third stage consisted of selecting a theoretical approach that
could elucidate interview data concerning dialogue. Habermas (1996) discussion of com-
munication explained as a ‘processes of deliberation’ was preferred, as it reveals the variety
in informants’ descriptions. The fourth stage involved the creation of analytical categories
with basis in Habermas’ description. The following categories were established: (1) ‘Par-
ticipants as equals’, (2) ‘Chances to enter and take part’, (3) ‘No use of coercion’, (4)
‘Opportunity to introduce topics, make contributions, suggest and criticise proposals
(abbreviated to ‘opportunities to take initiative and criticise’)’, (5) ‘Mutual understanding’,
(6) ‘Open to changing one’s mind’, and (7) ‘Validity claims’. The fifth stage consisted of
collating sequences of text in the data material that fell under each of the seven thematic
categories mentioned above, and to select categories that would form the basis of the inves-
tigation and subsequent discussion of findings. After identifying the sequences, they were
copied into a customised form containing the informants’ fictitious names, the names of
categories, statements linked to each category, and the number of statements. Of a total of
seven categories, the following three were preferred: ‘Chances to enter and take part’, ‘Par-
ticipants as equals’, and ‘Opportunities to take initiative and criticise’. These categories
were preferred as they contained statements from students and parents of the same
home, making it possible to compare their experiences. Moreover, the categories were
picked because they illuminate experiences with dialogue, which rarely has been explored
in previous studies.

Findings

Students’ chances to enter and take part

The students described their opportunities to speak during the dialogue taking place in the
ISC meeting. Maria, a student with reading and writing difficulties, had this to say about
her own opportunities to participate:

Even though there was a lot I would have liked to say, I quickly realised that I might

as well forget about it. It was almost as though the others were competing to say as

much as possible in the least amount of time. It then became really difficult to keep up

with what was being said, and even more difficult to get a word in. So I chose to

remain quiet and let the teachers do the talking.

This reveals that the student’s assessment of the dialogue had a negative impact on her
willingness to participate. Seeing that she perceived that the others were ‘competing to say
as much as possible in the least amount of time, it was difficult for her to understand what
was being said, which made it “even more difficult to get a word in”’. On the other hand,
Jon, a student with reading and writing difficulties, perceived that he had good opportu-
nities to participate:

The teachers were really good at letting me get a word in. They made sure that I got
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time to think and enough time to answer questions. Often, they speak so quickly that

it’s difficult for me to catch everything that’s said. But they didn’t do that this time. I think
they adjusted the way they speak to me, in a way that made it possible for me to talk with
them.

In this instance, the student points out that the professionals’ adapted their language to
his communicative skills by giving him ‘enough time to answer questions’.

Another aspect that was highlighted by the students relates to their comprehension of
words and phrases used by the professionals. Emma, a student with reading, writing and
numeracy difficulties, had the following to say in that regard:

I remember how hard I had to work to understand anything at all during the meeting. It

was because my teachers used words that were completely unfamiliar to me, and

which they actually didn’t explain to me. Looking back, I remember that I didn’t say

all that much. How could I when I didn’t understand what they were talking about?

From this, we see that the student not saying ‘all that much’ is a consequence of the
professionals using terms in their dialogue that were not explained to her.

Moreover, the findings indicate that a prerequisite for student participation was that
they were given information about the professionals’ expectations concerning their roles
in the ISC meeting. Vidar, a student with reading and writing difficulties had the following
to say:

It was really difficult to take part in what the others were talking about. I remember

sitting there, being afraid of doing anything wrong. If only the teacher had told me

what he expected of me, everything would have been so much easier for me. Because I

didn’t know anything at all, I just sat there waiting for them to talk to me.

The above excerpt reveals that a lack of clarification regarding the professionals’ expec-
tations relating to the student’s role in the meeting limited his opportunity to participate in
it.

The parents emphasised the moderator’s attempts to include the student in the dialo-
gue. The term ‘moderator’ here refers to the professionals chairing the ISC meetings.
Esther, Vidar’s mother, said the following about the moderator’s attempts to include
her son in the dialogue:

Vidar’s tutor, who also chaired the meeting, really made an effort to get him involved

in the conversation. It wasn’t like he was bombarding him with questions, but rather

that he invited Vidar to share his thoughts with the rest of us. I know that it worked,

even though Vidar didn’t say all that much.

We see from this excerpt that the moderator’s choice not to ‘bombard’ the student with
lots of questions, instead encouraging him to share his thoughts, helped her son to take
part in the dialogue, according to his mother.
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Students as equal participants in ISC meetings

A regards the students’ accounts of their own contribution in the ISC meetings, the fre-
quency by which the professionals addressed them and their parents was highlighted.
The findings indicate that the professionals more frequently addressed questions to the
students’ parents rather than addressing the students. The students’ perceptions were
divided as to whether this was a problem. William, a student with reading, writing and
numeracy difficulties, expressed it as follows:

I mean, I noticed that the teachers who were there with us mostly spoke to my mom

and dad. But that didn’t matter to me. Of course, they spoke to me too, but not as

much. The most important thing was that they [the teachers] got all the info they

needed. Whether that info came from my mom and dad or myself wasn’t important. At any
rate, I felt I was treated with the same amount of respect as the others.

This clearly shows that the student noticed that the professionals tended to address
questions to his parents instead of him. The statement ‘At any rate, I felt I was treated
with the same amount of respect as the others’ suggests that this did not have a negative
impact on the student’s assessment of himself as an equal participant. As to the students
who voiced dissatisfaction since they perceived professionals addressed more questions to
their parents, this sentiment was based on a belief that they could have responded just as
well to the questions as their parents. Pelle, a student with reading, writing and numeracy
difficulties, had the following to say in that regard:

I remember how the tutor hardly spoke to me, but only to my parents. The worst part

was how she often asked questions that I could easily have answered myself. It gave

me the impression that my views weren’t as important.

The above excerpt reveals that the student had information that he wanted to share.
The fact that he did not always get the opportunity to do so made him feel that his
‘views weren’t as important’ as the rest of the interlocutors.

When it comes to the parents, the findings show they too felt that the professionals
addressed them more often. Those who described this as unproblematic argued they
had a greater understanding of their child’s strengths and challenges at home and in
school than the students, and that is why the professionals addressed them more fre-
quently. Kathinka, Camilla’s mother, believed otherwise:

I reacted strongly to the fact that the teachers spoke so little to Camilla. It made

no sense. After all, she was the only person in the meeting who really ought to have

been given the chance to speak, especially since she would be the one receiving

the special education.

As this excerpt goes to shows, the parent found it problematic that the professionals
spoke ‘so little’ to her daughter, as she felt that the recipient of the special education
‘really ought to have been given the chance to speak’.
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The parents also commented on whether the professionals appreciated students’
contributions to the meetings. Their descriptions suggest that the appreciation of
student contributions varied to a great extent. Esther, Vidar’s mother, noted the
following:

He [the moderator] did a very good job. He started by telling Vidar what the agenda of

the meeting was and why it was particularly important for him to find out which

options Vidar was for and which he was against. It was great to encounter a teacher

who was genuinely interested in Vidar’s views.

The above excerpt shows that the moderator stating it was ‘particularly important’ to
hear from the student, probably convinced the parent that the professional saw the stu-
dent’s contribution to the meeting of being of equal value to that of the other participants.
However, the findings also indicate that some parents felt the professionals did not attach
the same amount of importance to the students’ contributions, a sentiment very clearly
described by Johann, Emma’s father:

We felt that the most important thing for the special educator who was responsible for

the ISC was to talk to us, the adults. She didn’t seem to be concerned with Emma’s [his daugh-
ter’s] opinions. Maybe she had already spoken so much with her colleagues about how Emma
was doing in her subjects that she felt that she didn’t need to hear from Emma herself.

This excerpt demonstrates that the parent felt the professional showed little interest in
obtaining his daughter’s perspective, claiming the professional ‘didn’t seem to be con-
cerned with Emma’s opinions’.

Students’ opportunities to take initiative and criticise

The findings show that students to a varying degree were given the opportunity to take the
initiative by introducing topics they wished to discuss at the meetings. This happened most
often at the start of the meetings, exemplified here by Kathinka’s daughter Camilla, who said:

There was so much I wanted to discuss, such as how much homework I was being

assigned and how often I had to take tests. But instead they wanted to talk about who

should be given the task of helping me in class, what kind of books I should be assigned and
things like that. Only once did he [the tutor] ask if there was anything I needed to talk about.
That was at the start of the meeting. It was the only opportunity I got.

As the above excerpt goes to show the student’s opportunities to introduce topics were
limited to the start of the meeting, when the professional asked whether there was any-
thing she ‘needed to talk about’. However, the fact that she noted that ‘It was the only
opportunity I got’, suggests she wanted to influence the ISC meetings to a greater
extent than she was allowed. Additionally, the findings indicate that students were
given fewer opportunities to introduce topics in the dialogue than their parents. Ragnhild,
Maria’s mother, said the following on this point:

Over the course of the meeting, it became clear to me that they were probably
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primarily interested in what I wanted us to discuss. I was asked no less than three

times whether there was anything that I, as a mother, wanted to discuss about my

daughter. Maria was only asked once.

The fact that the professionals gave the student only one opportunity to introduce
topics while the parent was given three, was probably why she was left feeling that the pro-
fessionals were ‘primarily interested’ in what she wanted to discuss.

The findings also show that when encouraged by the professionals, students took the
initiative to propose changes they felt could improve the teaching. For example, two of
the students with dyslexia suggested that the professionals could provide more infor-
mation verbally in class rather than writing it on the board. While the students focused
on the concrete proposals they presented, the parents highlighted the professionals’
efforts to give students the opportunity to present such proposals. Svein, Pelle’s father,
described his own experience as follows:

I’m so pleased with the way the educators tried to figure out what he wanted. After we dis-
cussed various aspects of his school day and what could be improved, the tutor [moderator]
asked what he [Pelle] wanted. Specifically, he asked good, open questions that created oppor-
tunities for Pelle to also chip in with his own proposals.

The excerpt reveals that by asking ‘good, open questions’, the moderator prompted
him to make proposals of his own. Even so, other parents commented that the pro-
fessionals did not create conditions that were conducive to the students making propo-
sals, as they felt that the professionals were more concerned with presenting their own
proposals.

When it comes to student opportunities to criticise the proposals, the findings show
that both students and parents felt the professionals were able to criticise the students’ pro-
posals, but that they were only to a small degree open to receiving criticism from students
about their own proposals. Alex, a student with reading and writing difficulties, described
his own experience as follows:

For me, it was pretty lame that she [the tutor] was free to criticise my proposals, but when I
occasionally tried to explain why I disagreed with what she had to say, I was told we’d have to
discuss that at another time. Which never happened.

This excerpt shows that the student wanted to criticise the professional’s proposal, but
that he was not given the opportunity to do so. A similar sentiment was echoed by Pernille,
Alex’ mother, who noted the following:

I saw that Alex only rarely got the chance to say what he thought about the proposals
suggested by that particular tutor. To me, it seemed like it was more important for the tea-
chers to find out whether I agreed with what they were saying than to find out what Alex
thought about what was being said.

This reveals not only that the student was given limited opportunities to comment
on the professionals’ proposals, but also that the professionals seemingly were more
interested in what Alex’ mother thought about their proposals rather than Alex’
opinions.
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Discussion and final comments

The aim of the present study has been to obtain knowledge about whether the dialogue
taking place in ISC meetings between students, their parents, and professionals is
deliberative.

With respect to students’ opportunities for taking part in the dialogue, the findings
show that their evaluation of the dialogue they observed during the ISC meeting
influenced their own opportunities to participate. Students who witnessed a dialogue
characterised by professionals talking quickly found it difficult to participate. The fact
that the professionals made it difficult for students to participate in the dialogue could
arguably be interpreted as a violation of Article 12 of the UNCRC (1989), which estab-
lishes the right of the child to express his or her views and to have those views respected
and properly taken into consideration. The problem is that the professionals were unable
to create ‘an environment that enables the child to exercise her or his right to be heard’
(CRC 2009, 7).

One potential consequence of this is that students’ views are only discussed to a small
degree in ISC meetings, because students find it challenging to be involved in the discus-
sion. Bearing this in mind, a typical characteristic of what Englund (2003, 67) refers to as ‘a
deliberative dialogue’, is that differing perceptions can be challenged in such a dialogue.
Taking this a step further, it is unfortunate that students find it difficult to take part in
an evaluative dialogue with the professionals. The fact that some students found it
difficult to participate in the dialogue because of the professionals’ use of unfamiliar
terms and expressions, also indicates a violation of Article 12 of the UNCRC (1989). As
Test et al. (2004) point out, speaking in terms that are comprehensible helps to increase
students’ participation in ISC meetings. Correspondingly, speaking in terms the students
find incomprehensible is likely to reduce their participation, which the present study
findings confirm. Overall, this shows that students’ assessment of the professionals’ dialo-
gue influences what Habermas (1996, 305) refers to as ‘taking part’ in the dialogue.

On the other hand, some students and parents noted that the professionals attempted
to include students in the dialogue, albeit with mixed results. This is consistent with pre-
vious findings from a quantitative web based survey in which principals, special education
directors, and special educators reported that they encourage students to actively partici-
pate in ISC meetings (Martin et al. 2004). Findings of the present study reveal that the
informants felt that some professionals attempted to include them in the dialogue by
asking them questions. These professionals wanted to give the students what Habermas
(1996, 305) refers to as an ‘opportunity to take part’. This is further supported by research
which shows that aiming questions directly at students during ISCmeetings increases their
participation (Test et al. 2004). Nonetheless, some of the informants noted that the pro-
fessionals’ efforts to include them were minimal at best. The fact that some of the students
also feel that they were only marginally included in the dialogue, is further supported by
the findings of another qualitative study of ISC meetings (Bray and Russell 2016), which
showed that students had a passive role in meetings.

Another finding was that students expected to be informed about the professionals’
expectations regarding their participation, without this expectation being fulfilled. In
these cases, the findings show a negative effect on the students’ opportunities to take
part in the dialogue. As demonstrated by Vidar’s account, his need for information
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about his own role was not met, so he adopted a passive role during the meeting. This is
consistent with earlier research, which shows that students do not receive sufficient infor-
mation about their participation in ISC meetings (e.g. Martin, Marshall, and Sale 2004;
Thoma, Rogan, and Baker 2001). One consequence is that students fail to understand
both what is being discussed and the terms being used (e.g. Martin, Marshall, and Sale
2004). Our findings here suggest that when students did not receive information about
the professionals’ expectations for them, they were likely to adopt a more passive role
during the meeting. Habermas (1996, 305) argues that a key characteristic of ‘processes
of deliberation’ is that ‘all of those who are possibly affected by the decisions have equal
chances to enter and take part.’ Bearing this in mind, there is all the more reason for
concern, as a lack of information makes it more challenging for the students, who will
be the recipients of the special education discussed at the meeting, to take sufficient
part in the dialogue.

The findings indicate that the professionals to a varying degree considered students as
equal participants in ISC meetings. Students and parents noted that the professionals
would more frequently address the students’ parents rather than the students, even
when asking for insights into the students’ school life. This is consistent with the study
conducted by Martin, Marshall, and Sale (2004, 286), which found that the professionals
‘directed most of their comments to the parents.’ The fact that the findings of the current
study are consistent with the 2004 study may indicate that professionals view students’
parents as ‘more equal’ participants than the students. One possible reason for this may
be that the professionals regard the parents as a more important source of information
about students’ experiences, perhaps even more important than the students proper.
The parents also found that the professionals were more focused on obtaining their
views than the views of students’. This agrees with a study in which 51 parents of children
receiving special teaching were asked if they felt that professionals ‘treated them as equal
partners in IEP meetings’ (Fish 2008, 11), the US equivalent of Norwegian ISC meetings.
The findings revealed that 96% felt that they were indeed treated as equal partners. If pro-
fessionals more frequently turn the discussion towards the students’ parents, students
might have fewer opportunities to participate in the dialogue. This, in turn, would be pro-
blematic, as one of Habermas (1996, 305) key requirements for deliberative meetings is
that the participants have ‘equal chances to enter’.

Another reason why professionals possibly ascribe more importance to parent contri-
bution than student contribution, may be that they have concluded that parents are a more
reliable source of information, on basis of a consideration of the individual student’s learn-
ing difficulties, communicative skills, etc. Article 12 of the UNCRC (1989) states that when
assessing how much importance to attach to the child’s (in this case, the student’s) views,
the professionals may take their age and level of maturity into consideration. However, the
article does not support the notion that the professionals may use such factors as an argu-
ment for effectively reducing the students’ opportunities for taking part in the dialogue
determining their special education by focusing on the parents instead. This is further sup-
ported by Nordmann (2001), who notes that students with disabilities have a moral right
to voice their opinion on their education. Even though Habermas (1996) does not use the
term ‘rights’ when discussing who should participate in ‘processes of deliberation’, he
points out that the participants are the ones who are affected by the decisions that are
reached. It is indisputable that decisions concerning the contents of special education
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programmes affect students. The importance of bringing to light the views of students who
are affected by decisions, is mentioned by Messiou and Hope (2015), who maintain that
involving students in issues concerning their own learning may result in professional
and new perspectives.

As Camilla’s comments point out, the students were not satisfied with the opportunities
given to introduce topics. The findings from the present study show they were given fewer
opportunities compared with their parents to introduce topics at meetings. One possible
consequence is that parents will speak more often than students at meetings. The fact that
parents speak more than students at ISC meetings was confirmed in a study focusing on
who does the talking and how much (Martin et al. 2006), which shows that the students’
family spoke 15% of the time, while students only spoke 3% of the time. The findings of the
present study indicate that as a result of professionals giving students and parents oppor-
tunities to introduce topics at the meeting, the dialogue was deliberative. However, a key
component of Habermas (1996) ‘processes of deliberation’ is that participants are given
the opportunity to contribute. The fact that students and parents did not have equal
opportunities for contributing indicates that the dialogue was not deliberative, as Haber-
mas (1996, 305) specifies that each participant should have ‘equal opportunity… to intro-
duce topics.’

The findings show that when encouraged by the professionals, students took the initiat-
ive both by introducing topics they wanted to discuss in the ISC meetings and by
suggesting changes to the teaching. There were only a few instances where the informants
from each group noted that the students were not allowed to make their own proposals.
The fact that the students contributed to the dialogue in the form of proposed changes is
consistent with previous findings fromWagner et al. (2012, 151), where around half of the
students in the 11–19 age bracket present in ISC meetings ‘were reported to have provided
‘some input’ regardless of age.’ The findings showing that students made proposals for
changes relating to the classroom instruction would indicate that the dialogue was delib-
erative, as Habermas (1996) points out that deliberation is characterised by each partici-
pant making their own proposals.

With respect to the students’ opportunities to criticise proposals suggested by others,
both students and their parents felt they were given few opportunities to criticise the pro-
fessionals’ proposals. Conversely, they felt that the professionals often criticised their pro-
posals. A potential reason why students seemingly had fewer opportunities for criticising
proposals might be that the professionals ‘may perceive that their authority will be under-
mined when students are able to voice their opinions and views’ (Byrnes and Rickards
2011, 26). Seen in light of the present study, this could mean that the professionals
feared their authority would be undermined by giving students the opportunity to
comment negatively on proposals based on their professional opinion. Another possible
reason could be that the professionals had already reached a final decision on the contents
of the student’s ISC prior to the meeting, therefore seeking to avoid engaging in a discus-
sion, fearing they might have to revise their initial decision. Such an interpretation is sup-
ported by earlier research (Asp-Onsjö 2006, 218) which found that professionals only
communicate with students and parents once important decisions have already been
made. A third reason may be that the professionals feared the ISC meeting would be
less productive if students were given the opportunity to criticise their proposals.
However, research shows that a precondition for the ISC process to be productive is, as
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Rodger (1995, 235) states, that ‘attention must be given to the key participants – the
student, the parents and the team members… ’ If the above idea were to be applied to
the present study, the fact that the interlocutors criticised each other’s proposals – even
if they were not all given equal opportunities to do so – would indicate that the dialogue
was deliberative.

The findings indicating that the dialogue was not deliberative are that the professionals
(1) used a language that students did not understand, (2) addressed parents more often
than the students and (3) gave the students few opportunities for criticising their propo-
sals. Findings in the opposite direction are that the professionals (1) attempted to include
students both by encouraging them to introduce topics for the dialogue and to present
their own proposals and (2) emphasised that the students were equal participants by
expressing they were interested in their views. The conclusion of the study is that dialogue
in ISC meetings alternates between being deliberative and non-deliberative.

The study has some limitations that should be acknowledged. One limitation is that the
researcher was not present during the ISC meetings described by the students and their
parents. Consequently, the researcher was unable to verify the participants’ descriptions
of events and discussions that transpired in the meetings. A second limitation is that con-
tents may have gone lost in the translation from Norwegian into English. However, it is
reasonable to believe that is the case only to a limited degree, as text editing was carried
out by an expert with a command of Norwegian and English. An aspect of Norwegian
culture that may have impacted on the results is the set of rules that gives children a par-
ticular right to be heard. The Norwegian Constitution (1814, Section 104) gives children
‘the right to be heard in questions that concern them, and due weight shall be attached to
their views in accordance with their age and development.’ From an overall perspective,
national regulations that explicitly express children’s right to participate may possibly
explain students’ and parents’ expectations for professionals to include students in
dialogues.

Notwithstanding the limitations mentioned above, the study has two main practical
implications. First, the findings demonstrate that it is important to train professionals
on how to include students in the dialogue in ISC meetings, as well as how to create an
atmosphere that encourages student participation. Second, the findings show the need
for establishing guidelines that describe the expectations that professionals can set for
students’ participation in ISC meetings, and how to communicate these guidelines to
students and their parents. It is likely that such guidelines will facilitate students’ par-
ticipation in the dialogue and make it easier for professionals to include them in the
dialogue.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Notes on contributor

Janaina Hartveit Lie is an assistant professor in the department of education at the University of
Agder, Norway. She teaches courses in education and special education. Her research includes
studies on pupil’s participation in IEP meetings in Norway.

12 J. HARTVEIT LIE



ORCID

Janaina Hartveit Lie http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4951-5107

References

Asp-Onsjö, L. 2006. “Åtgärdsprogram – dokument eller verktyg? En fallstudie i en kommun
[Action Programme – Document or Tool? A Case Study in a Municipality].” (PhD diss.).
University of Gothenburg. https://gupea.ub.gu.se/handle/2077/16941

Barnard-Brak, Lucy, and DeAnn Lechtenberger. 2010. “Student IEP Participation and Academic
Achievement Across Time.” Remedial and Special Education 31 (5): 343–349. https://doi.org/
10.1177/0741932509338382.

Bray, Laura E, and Jennifer Lin Russell. 2016. “Going Off Script: Structure and Agency in
Individualized Education Program Meetings.” American Journal of Education 122 (3): 367–
398. https://doi.org/10.1086/685845.

Byrnes, Linda J, and Field W. Rickards. 2011. “Listening to the Voices of Students With Disabilities:
Can Such Voices Inform Practice?” Australasian Journal of Special and Inclusive Education 35
(1): 25–34. https://doi.org/10.1375/ajse.35.1.25.

CRC (Committee on the Rights of the Child). 2009. General Comment No. 12, the Right of the
Child to be Heard, 51st Session, CRC/C/GC/12. Geneva: United Nations. https://www.
refworld.org/docid/4ae562c52.html.

Dale, E. L. 2008. “Fellesskolen og tilpasset opplæring: en kritisk og konstruktiv analyse [Community
School and Customised Education: A Critical and Constructive Analysis].” In Tilpasset
opplæring: intensjoner og skoleutvikling [Customised Education: Intentions and School
Development], edited by H. Bjørnsrud and S. Nilsen, 81–114. Oslo: Gyldendal akademisk.

Englund, T. 2003. “Skolan och demokratin – på väg mot en skola för deliberativa samtal? [School
and Democracy – on the way to a School for Deliberative Discussions?].” In Demokrati och
lärande. Om valfrihet, gemenskap och övervägande i skola och samhälle [Democracy and
Learning. On Freedom of Choice, Community and Consideration in School and Society],
edited by B. Johansson and K. Roth, 49–73. Lund: Studentlitteratur.

Englund, Tomas. 2010. “Educational Implications of the Idea of Deliberative Democracy.” In
Habermas, Critical Theory and Education, edited by Mark Murphy and Ted Fleming, 19–32.
New York: Routledge.

Fish, Wade W. 2008. “The IEP Meeting: Perceptions of Parents of Students Who Receive Special
Education Services, Preventing School Failure.” Alternative Education for Children and Youth
53 (1): 8–14. https://doi.org/10.3200/PSFL.53.1.8-14.

Habermas, Jürgen. 1996. Between Facts and Norms. Contributions to a Discourse Theory of Law and
Democracy. Cambridge: MIT Press.

Martin, James, E. Barbara, A. Greene, and Brian J. Borland. 2004. “Secondary Students’
Involvement in Their IEP Meetings: Administrators’ Perceptions.” Career Development for
Exceptional Individuals 27 (2): 177–188. https://doi.org/10.1177/088572880402700204.

Martin, James E, Laura Huber Marshall, and Paul Sale. 2004. “A 3-Year Study of Middle, Junior
High, and High School IEP Meetings.” Exceptional Children 70 (3): 287–297. https://doi.org/
10.1177/001440290407000302.

Martin, James E., Jamie L. Van Dycke, Barbara A. Greene, J. Emmett Gardner, W. Robert
Christensen, Lee L. Woods, and David L. Lovett. 2006. “Direct Observation of Teacher-
Directed IEP Meetings: Establishing the Need for Student IEP Meeting Instruction.”
Exceptional Children 72 (2): 187–200. https://doi.org/10.1177/001440290607200204.

Messiou, Kyriaki, and Max A. Hope. 2015. “The Danger of Subverting Students’ Views in Schools.”
International Journal of Inclusive Education 19 (10): 1009–1021. https://doi.org/10.1080/
13603116.2015.1024763.

Ministry of Education and Research. Will to Learn – Early Effort and Performance in Class. In
Report to the Storting 21 (2016–2017). https://www.regjeringen.no/contentassets/
71c018d2f5ee4f7da7df44a6aae265bc/no/pdfs/stm201620170021000dddpdfs.pdf.

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF INCLUSIVE EDUCATION 13

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4951-5107
https://gupea.ub.gu.se/handle/2077/16941
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741932509338382
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741932509338382
https://doi.org/10.1086/685845
https://doi.org/10.1375/ajse.35.1.25
https://www.refworld.org/docid/4ae562c52.html
https://www.refworld.org/docid/4ae562c52.html
https://doi.org/10.3200/PSFL.53.1.8-14
https://doi.org/10.1177/088572880402700204
https://doi.org/10.1177/001440290407000302
https://doi.org/10.1177/001440290407000302
https://doi.org/10.1177/001440290607200204
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2015.1024763
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2015.1024763
https://www.regjeringen.no/contentassets/71c018d2f5ee4f7da7df44a6aae265bc/no/pdfs/stm201620170021000dddpdfs.pdf
https://www.regjeringen.no/contentassets/71c018d2f5ee4f7da7df44a6aae265bc/no/pdfs/stm201620170021000dddpdfs.pdf


Ministry of Education and Research. 2006. National Curriculum for Knowledge Promotion.
Teaching principles. https://www.udir.no/globalassets/upload/larerplaner/fastsatte_lareplaner_
for_kunnskapsloeftet/prinsipper_lk06.pdf.

Ministry of Education and Research. 2019a. Facts About the Elementary School Year 2019–20.
https://www.udir.no/tall-og-forskning/finn-forskning/tema/fakta-om-grunnskolen-2019-20/.

Ministry of Education and Research. 2019b. The Education Mirror, 2019. https://www.udir.no/tall-
og-forskning/finn-forskning/tema/utdanningsspeilet-2019/spesialpedagogisk-hjelp-og-spesial
undervisning/.

National Committee for Research Ethics in the Social Sciences and the Humanities. 2016.
Guidelines for Research Ethics in the Social Sciences, Humanities, Law and Theology.

Nordmann, Nancy. 2001. “The Marginalisation of Students with Learning Disabilities as a Function
of School Philosophy and Practice.” Journal of Moral Education 30 (3): 273–286. https://doi.org/
10.1080/03057240120077273.

Ogden, Terje. 2014. “Special Needs Education in Norway – The Past, Present, and Future of the
Field.” In Special Education Past, Present, and Future: Perspectives From the Field, edited by
Bryan J. Cook, Melody Tankersley, and Timothy J. Landrum, 213–238. Bingley: Emerald
Group Publishing Limited.

Ombudsman for Children. 2017. Without Purpose and Meaning? http://barneombudet.no/wp-
content/uploads/2017/03/Bo_rapport_enkeltsider.pdf.

Patton, Michael Quinn. 2002. Qualitative Research & Evaluation Methods. Thousand Oaks, CA:
Sage Publications.

Rodger, Sylvia. 1995. “Individual Education Plans Revisited: A Review of the Literature.”
International Journal of Disability, Development and Education 42 (3): 221–239. https://doi.
org/10.1080/0156655950420305.

Solhaug, T. 2006. “Strategisk læring i samfunnsfag [Strategic Learning in Social Studies].” In
Læringsstrategier: Søkelys på lærernes praksis [Learning Strategies: A Look at Teachers’
Practice], edited by E. Elstad and A. Turmo, 227–244. Oslo: Universitetsforlaget.

Stray, H. J. 2011. Demokrati på timeplanen [Democracy on the Schedule]. Bergen: Fagbokforlaget
Vigmostad & Bjørke AS.

Test, David W., Christine Mason, Carolyn Hughes, Moira Konrad, Melia Neale, and M. Wood
Wendy. 2004. “Student Involvement in Individualized Education Program Meetings.”
Exceptional Children 70 (4): 391–412. https://doi.org/10.1177/001440290407000401.

Thoma, Colleen A., Pat Rogan, and Steven R. Baker. 2001. “Student Involvement in Transition
Planning: Unheard Voices.” Education and Training in Mental Retardation and
Developmental Disabilities 36 (1): 16–29. www.jstor.org/stable/24481611.

Tveit, Anne Dorthe. 2014. “Researching Teachers’ and Parents’ Perceptions of Dialogue.”
International Journal of Inclusive Education 18 (8): 823–835. https://doi.org/10.1080/
13603116.2013.841296.

Tveit, Anne Dorthe, and Liv Tveit Walseth. 2012. “Quality Assurance of Decision-Making in
Conversations Between Professionals and Non-Professionals: Identifying the Presence of
Deliberative Principles.” Scandinavian Journal of Disability Research 14 (3): 232–253. http://
doi.org/10.1080/15017419.2011.574832.

UNCRC (United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child). 1989. https://www.ohchr.org/en/
professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx.

Wagner, Mary, Lynn Newman, Renée Cameto, Harold Javitz, and Kathryn Valdes. 2012. “A
National Picture of Parent and Youth Participation in IEP and Transition Planning
Meetings.” Journal of Disability Policy Studies 23 (3): 140–155. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1044207311425384.

Zeitlin, Virginia M, and Svjetlana Curcic. 2014. “Parental Voices on Individualized Education
Programs: ‘Oh, IEP Meeting Tomorrow? Rum Tonight!’.” Disability & Society 29 (3): 373–
387. https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2013.776493.

14 J. HARTVEIT LIE

https://www.udir.no/globalassets/upload/larerplaner/fastsatte_lareplaner_for_kunnskapsloeftet/prinsipper_lk06.pdf
https://www.udir.no/globalassets/upload/larerplaner/fastsatte_lareplaner_for_kunnskapsloeftet/prinsipper_lk06.pdf
https://www.udir.no/tall-og-forskning/finn-forskning/tema/fakta-om-grunnskolen-2019-20/
https://www.udir.no/tall-og-forskning/finn-forskning/tema/utdanningsspeilet-2019/spesialpedagogisk-hjelp-og-spesialundervisning/
https://www.udir.no/tall-og-forskning/finn-forskning/tema/utdanningsspeilet-2019/spesialpedagogisk-hjelp-og-spesialundervisning/
https://www.udir.no/tall-og-forskning/finn-forskning/tema/utdanningsspeilet-2019/spesialpedagogisk-hjelp-og-spesialundervisning/
https://doi.org/10.1080/03057240120077273
https://doi.org/10.1080/03057240120077273
http://barneombudet.no/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/Bo_rapport_enkeltsider.pdf
http://barneombudet.no/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/Bo_rapport_enkeltsider.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/0156655950420305
https://doi.org/10.1080/0156655950420305
https://doi.org/10.1177/001440290407000401
http://www.jstor.org/stable/24481611
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2013.841296
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2013.841296
http://doi.org/10.1080/15017419.2011.574832
http://doi.org/10.1080/15017419.2011.574832
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx
https://doi.org/10.1177/1044207311425384
https://doi.org/10.1177/1044207311425384
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2013.776493

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Theoretical framework
	Methodology
	Participants
	Analytical approach

	Findings
	Students’ chances to enter and take part
	Students as equal participants in ISC meetings
	Students’ opportunities to take initiative and criticise

	Discussion and final comments
	Disclosure statement
	Notes on contributor
	ORCID
	References

