
What led to your interest in studying 
inclusive education?

My interest is probably related to my curiosity 
as a young student, when I studied in different 
learning contexts, in different countries in both 
French and English. I soon understood that 
context had a big influence on my experience 
of learning and it became an area of great 
curiosity. Indeed, I went on to study inclusive 
education at graduate level. Educational 
psychology became my main focus of interest; 
namely, the theoretical understanding of the 
influence of one’s perceptions on students’ 
growth. Inclusive education has a lot to do with 

perception – embracing diversity, or acting on 
perception (or misconception), relates to the 
diverse characteristics of the learners.

Can you briefly explain what problems 
inclusive education seeks to redress?

To address the problem of school failure, 
different measures of structural differentiated 
instruction have emerged to meet the needs 
of students, for whom school is a challenge. 
We have witnessed the creation of specialised 
services, such as guidance counselling, 
psychology, remedial education, psycho-
education and small classes, and are finally 

realising that these services rarely allow 
students with special needs to confront – or 
bypass – their problems and succeed in school. 
Consequently, many researchers suggest a 
rethinking of the organisation of educational 
services for these students. Indeed, after a 
literature review, it has been concluded that, 
given the diversity of school settings, building 
an inclusive school is important.

How do you ensure that your research is 
translated into practice?

Creating strong collaborative relationships 
with educators and associations is useful 

Professor Nadia Rousseau has a particular interest in inclusive education for 
students with learning disabilities and special needs. She elaborates on the principles 
behind her work and the importance of social and professional integration

Better supporting 
students with special needs

INCLUSIVE EDUCATION IS a field of research that seeks to 
find solutions to better support students with special needs in 
mainstream programmes. While a great many students may benefit 
from the decisions made by professional educators, all too often 
the implemented programmes are influenced by the perceptions 
and misconceptions of those that create them. Our diverse society 
evidently requires a move away from philosophies – educational or 
otherwise – that are centred on a ‘one-size-fits-all’ mentality.

It is this difference between individuals that necessitates a consideration 
often overlooked when attempts are made to meet the educational 
needs of students. Put simply, the diverse characteristics of learners 
within a school requires an educational system that is equally diverse; all 
learners within an environment should be catered for. With these points 
in mind, inclusive education researchers are growing a body of evidence 
that can then be presented to teachers and educators to highlight the 
fact that many students are overlooked in their education practices.

MOVING AWAY FROM THE MAINSTREAM
There is much evidence to suggest that today’s mainstream education 
practices negatively impact upon students with social maladjustments 

and learning difficulties. The difficulties experienced by these individuals 
can manifest as feelings of anger, frustration, disruptive behaviour 
and irritation. As these manifestations can affect the entire school 
environment, it is in the interests of the whole community to integrate 
those for whom mainstream education practices are unsuitable. As 
an expert in inclusive education, Professor Nadia Rousseau firmly 
believes that all students can learn and benefit from one another.

Focusing much of her research efforts on students with learning 
disabilities and special needs, she uses her findings to develop effective 
knowledge transfer activities that seek to facilitate widespread adoption. 
Indeed, a key method she employs in her organisation is to make 
the materials she produces accessible, thereby encouraging uptake. 
“I have developed awareness programmes on learning disabilities 
and communication disorders, as well as a number of accessible 
books, for both students and teachers to use,” explains Rousseau.

DISSEMINATION ACTIVITIES
In addition to getting teachers, educators and school children 
involved with her efforts to change the philosophies in schools, 
Rousseau understands that she needs to educate the parents 

A researcher based at the Université du Québec à Trois-Rivières is engaged in various inclusive 
education projects to exact changes to existing practices. Her work has had a significant positive 
impact in Francophone schools across Canada, promoting student success and wellbeing

Educating people on the principles of inclusivity
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INCLUSIVE EDUCATION
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To develop knowledge transfer activities that 
encourage and support widespread adoption 
of inclusive education practices.
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du Québec à Trois-Rivières
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NADIA ROUSSEAU holds a doctorate 
in educational psychology and 
a Master’s in Special Education 
from the University of Alberta. She 
is Professor at the Université du 

Québec à Trois-Rivières, Head of the Normand-Maurice 
Research Chair and QISAQ, and regular researcher 
at LISIS. She also obtained an Award of Excellence in 
Research (2009) and is a recipient of the ‘woman of 
influence in education’ (2014). Her work focuses on the 
school experience and self-knowledge of young people 
with learning disabilities, inclusive education, and key 
factors contributing to obtaining a first degree from a 
greater number of young people with special needs.

to translate research findings into practical 
implementations. I rely on two main strategies. 
First, I use the dynamic model to facilitate 
changes in school, and support changes in the 
workings of a specific school over the course of 
two or three years. Second, taking inspiration 
from the educators’ needs and challenges, I 
produce accessible materials for educators – 
ones that are always based on research results.

What would you say are the key inclusive 
education practices that teachers and schools 
should be implementing?

Cooperation, cooperation and cooperation! It is 
essential that all stakeholders work together 
to achieve the core principles within inclusive 
education. Schools, specialised professionals, 
researchers, parents and the students 
themselves should all be given a voice. We 
need to ensure that everybody has their say to 
develop more inclusive practices and encourage 
schools to be open to different ways of working. 

We are attempting to change a practice that 
has existed for a number of years; facilitating 
that change in an effective and encouraging way 
requires everybody to be involved.

Finally, how do you hope to improve the 
nation’s education practices within the next 
five to 10 years?

To facilitate the improvement of Canada’s 
education practices, I am currently putting 
together a Canadian network on school 
context that promotes student success and 
wellbeing. Importantly, this seven-year project 
will be dedicated to knowledge mobilisation 
in response to the needs of practitioners in 
education. I sincerely believe this project will 
contribute to inclusive education and the 
development of a sense of belonging for more 
Canadian children.

too. As such, she is engaged in knowledge transfer activities with 
parent associations and committees for parents of disabled children 
with learning difficulties. “It is essential that parents and children 
feel some kind of control over their situation,” explains Rousseau. 
“In order to feel empowered, awareness activities are of great 
value. Knowing is always a better strategy than ignorance.”

As well as informing parents and children about specific 
conditions such as dyslexia, Rousseau implements a strategy 
that explains the individualised education plans and roles that 
can be played in such processes. This can help alleviate stress 
and create a more positive atmosphere; one conducive to 
successful implementation of inclusive education practices.

ROUSSEAU’S FAR-REACHING RESEARCH
Rousseau’s work has had significant impact in schools across 
Canada, not least because of the long-term relationships she builds 
and maintains with them. “I have worked with a good number of 
Francophone schools over the years and in a number of provinces,” 
she says. “It is always enjoyable to talk to teachers and school 
principals that aim to be more inclusive and seek the help to do so.”

Rousseau’s work has been recognised with awards (both scientific 
and professional) and personal calls from parents and teachers alike, 
but she considers her work never complete, as is evidenced by her 
ongoing research and sharing of experiences across Canada. Ultimately, 
this research is contributing to making schools more inclusive and 
caring, as well as enabling the promotion of individual growth.
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