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Abstract 
Mentor teachers are the key resource in the training of student teachers. Hence, it is important to 
explore their roles in this study as many studies have shown that their education and preparation 
training have a great influence on pre-service educators’ attitudes towards inclusive education. This 
paper seeks to examine the pre-service educators’ perceptions of the strategies employed by their 
mentor teachers to foster inclusive education in their class rooms during teaching practice period. It 
examines their understanding of inclusive education and how their mentors dealt with the challenges 
while implementing inclusive education in their schools. Furthermore, it is important to find out the 
challenges and the needs that student educators feel that should be addressed in order to realize full 
inclusive education in schools. The researcher’s approach to the study was shaped in part by 
Bronfenbrenner’s ecosystemic framework. Purposive sampling was considered the most suitable in 
order to examine the perceptions of participants. The study applied a qualitative research method, 
compiling data through interviewing 20 Further Education and Training (FET) students doing their 
second and third year of study. All audio recorded interviews were transcribed for analysis. Ethical 
approval for the study was sought and obtained. The results of the study indicate that some teachers 
do not fully understand inclusive education as they would at times confuse it with integration. They 
highlighted the lack of school resources and lack of training on inclusive education as some of the 
challenges that made it difficult for the teachers to implement it in their classrooms. In most schools 
there was a policy on inclusive education from the Department of Education, but many teachers were 
not following it. The participants felt that their mentor teachers' teaching strategies were not inclusive 
enough and failed to accommodate and support learners with learning barriers. Recommendations for 
practical solutions ranging from administrative changes to the support of each learner in the classroom 
are made. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
South Africa is one of the countries that adopted the resolutions taken from the Salamancha 
conference which was held in Spain in 1994 (UNESCO, 1994). These resolutions are in line with the 
constitution of South Africa which promotes democratic principles and the restoration of human’s 
rights. The Salamancha statement served as a guide on how the South African government should 
deal with diverse needs of learners especially those with learning barriers. This paved a way for a 
paradigm shift from a medical model which only focused on learning barriers as being intrinsic to the 
learner to a paradigm that focuses on teaching and supporting learners who present with learning 
barriers in the normal classroom (Engelbrecht, 2006; Lomofsky & Lazarus, 2001). This shift has been 
in line with the constitution of South Africa which stipulates that all learners have a right to education 
and should have equal access to it.  

The introduction of White Paper 6 which was in line with the resolutions taken from the Salamanca 
Conference paved way for the learners with learning barriers to be accommodated, taught and 
supported in the mainstream classroom (UNESCO, 1994). This meant that the teachers’ approach 
had to change and focused on supporting these learners in order to overcome learning barriers which 
might be preventing them from reaching their full potential. This includes learning difficulties that could 
be caused by inflexible curriculum, education system, negative teachers’ attitudes, language barriers 
and overcrowded classrooms to name but a few (Department of Education, 2001). 

The White Paper 6 requires teachers not only to support learners who present with learning barriers 
but also to change their teaching strategies against the background of language barriers and 
overcrowded classrooms which affect the majority of South African learners (Department of Education, 
2001). However, including and supporting learners in the mainstream hasn’t been an easy task for all 
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the stakeholders. It has been a challenging, time consuming exercise, very expensive exercise as 
South Africa is a developing country with its diverse culture, languages and ethnicity. What also 
complicates things further is the fact that many teachers who have been teaching for so many years 
have never been trained in inclusive education during their training as teachers as compare to the 
students who have recently qualified as teachers.  

Institutions of Higher Learning have relied on the use of mentor teachers to support students during 
the teaching practice period. The role of mentor teachers is to shape students’ teaching experience 
(Ben-Peretz, 1995; Lanier & Little, 1986; Tang, 2003). The impetus for this study arose out of the 
general perceptions from students who have undergone teaching practice and who felt that it was 
impossible for the schools to implement inclusive education because of the poor learning conditions in 
their schools.  

Since mentors are responsible during teaching practice to support student teachers, it is important to 
getter a better understanding of their strategies to support all learners as perceived by the student 
teachers. This will increasingly add to the body of existing knowledge on teaching practice and more 
specifically on the implementation of inclusive education in schools.  

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Design 
The aim of this study was to explore the student teachers’ perception of the strategies used by mentor 
teachers in supporting all learners including those with learning barriers in their classrooms. Therefore 
the design was more descriptive. The researcher wanted to find out what mentor teachers were doing 
in their classrooms as perceived by the student teachers to ensure inclusivity. A qualitative method 
was used to gather and analyse the data.  

2.2 Sampling 
A purposive sample was used as it was more accessible and convenient (Gravetter & Forzano, 2009). 
The 20 participants selected were 3rd year students doing teaching practice and were placed in 
different schools. The students were from the same teacher training institution while the mentor 
teachers were from different schools. All students were placed in different schools and were given 
each a mentor to support them during the teaching practice period.  The students were familiar with 
inclusive education as they were taught from their first year level.  

The data was collected using semi-structured interviews. The interviews were designed to allow 
participants to describe in their own words how their mentor teachers ensured that their classrooms 
were inclusive. Specifically, the questions asked focused on teaching styles and the strategies used in 
their lessons to ensure all the individual learning needs of all learners are met. There were also 
questions about what assist or hamper their efforts in realizing inclusiveness in their classroom. The 
interviews were conducted by the researcher himself.  

2.3 Data analysis 
Data collected was analysed by the researcher using a qualitative method.  Content analysis was 
used to analyse the data. The collected data was assigned units of meaning which were later 
clustered and this helped to generate categories. The final analysis involved establishing the 
relationships among categories (Marshall & Rossman, 1995). This was done to identify salient themes 
and patterns that best describe their perceptions as to what the mentor teachers were doing in their 
classrooms to ensure that all learners were supported in their classroom. 

3 RESULTS 
The results of this study suggest that mentor teachers had no in depth knowledge of inclusive 
education. Mentor teachers were perceived as having limited skills to accommodate learners with 
different learning barriers. They were also not aware of the White Paper 6 which is an education policy 
on inclusive education. Some students indicated that their mentors complained about overcrowding, 
lack of resources, inflexible curriculum and the pressure to finish the syllabus especially in grade 11 
and 12 and these were stalling their efforts to apply strategies meant to accommodate and support all 
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learners in their classroom. Some indicated that their mentor teachers were less supported by their 
principals to implement inclusive education in their classrooms. They felt that the professional 
development of their mentors and other teachers in general was insufficient to develop teachers’ skills 
on inclusive education as it actually focus on other aspects of curriculum development. Almost all the 
participants felt that the assessments used by their mentor teachers lacked inclusive components and 
were biased towards the traditional methods which didn’t take into consideration the learners’ different 
learning styles and their individual learning needs. However, very few participants felt that their mentor 
teachers put extra effort to ensure inclusivity in their classrooms. Some of the methods described to 
be used by their mentors included learner centered approaches when teaching and the use of 
technology to enhance their learning. Some mentor teachers were reported to be using group work, 
drama, storytelling and role play to ensure that all learners were supported in their classrooms. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
It is clear from this study that mentor teachers were not adequately trained in inclusive education. It is 
also possible to suggest from the findings of this study that the implementation of inclusive education 
in schools was not progressing well. It has become necessary that the teachers and more particularly 
the education authorities to play a leading role in the implementation of inclusive education in schools. 
It is also recommended that mentor teachers be monitored and students be allocated to mentor 
teachers who promote the values and practices of inclusive education. To identify strategies used by 
teachers is not enough and interaction between student teachers and their mentors should be 
encouraged as this is likely to help them gain meaning in their teaching experience. Institutions of 
Higher Learning need to negotiate their contract with all the stakeholders involved so that meaningful 
learning of students doing teaching practice. 
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