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Introduction and Context 

Students receiving special education are often excluded from participating in their own learning and 

instead are subject to oppressive teaching approaches. Special education is a great and necessary 

playground in which to study one’s self. Through a Vygotskian lens, the educational ideal for students 

is to build independent thinking and learning through self-regulation. Emphasis lies in the dynamics of 

learning and the process more so than the product produced.  This study is set in my Home School 

Program classroom in a school site in Toronto’s northwest region. The neighboourhood is highly 

transient in that there are a significant number of families moving out of and into the community, for 

reasons including but not limited to economics, immigration status and upward mobility. The class 

consisted of 13 students spanning between four regular classrooms of grades three to five, or ages 

seven to ten, with their abilities lying on the spectrum anywhere between kindergarten to the grade 

five level in either literacy or numeracy. 

 

Theoretical/Conceptual Frameworks 

Children are and must be empowered to be the active agents in their own educational processes, and 

providing them with only curricular content is far from enough to develop their minds. 

Human development is a sociogenetic process carried out in social activities. Education leads 

development, which is the result of social learning through the internalization of culture and social 

relationships. Development is not a straight path of quantitative gains and accumulations, but a series 

of qualitative, dialectic transformations, a complex process of integration and disintegration. (Gindis, 

1999, p.335-336). 

This paper argues that educators have the responsibility of facilitating students in reaching the 

educational ideal of becoming independent learners through self-regulation, focusing on both 

academic and social learning. 

“These voices, drawn from several sources, remind us that it is not enough for scholars to talk to us 

about social justice, but that we must also put ourselves in a position where we can hear from those 

most affected by our current state of affairs…social justice education begins with people’s lived 

experience and works to foster a critical perspective and action directed toward social change. If we 

take student voices seriously, they point us toward a reimagining dis/ability and recasting special 

education practice in ways that are more fully informed by an expanded notion of social justice. (Ferri, 

2009, 417-418) 



 

Research Questions and Methods 

 

How does a special educator help counter dominant perspectives with regards to students with 

learning difficulties to help students succeed in achieving an educational ideal? To explore this 

inquiry, the study utilizes journaling and interviewing through a self-study methodology to discover 

that students are able to approach their learning potentials with the support of teacher self-reflection 

and collaboration amongst teaching staff. 

 

Significant Findings and Why They Matter 

To explore how a first year teacher in special education can guide a class toward the educational ideal 

of self-regulation and independent learning, a self-study was conducted which began with daily 

journaling of students’ positive and negative reactions with each other and towards teaching. As 

evidence of student self-regulation, the journals were then coded and analysed for the emotions of 

enjoyment, pride, camaraderie, sadness, anger and frustration. This was followed by interviews with 

colleagues to note if sustainable improvements were evident in these students in the larger 

classroom. Interviewees were also asked to reflect on their own teaching practices and provide 

suggestions for collaboration in moving forward. 

The findings illustrate that almost all students improved in one or all areas of work ethic, self-

confidence, interactions with the larger class and engaging in peer assignments. This suggests that 

students are approaching the educational ideal with teacher support, also implying that a self-study 

model utilizing journaling is apt for teachers looking to understand and improve their practice. Further 

findings from teacher interviews and reflections highlight not only the same observations of student 

improvement, but also the barriers of time and workload that both students and teachers face in 

attaining the educational ideal. They also reveal the desire towards more collaborative teaching 

approaches to remedy some of these shortcomings of our current practice. 

especially this year and I’m not saying that because you and me are talking. I feel that they have more 

confidence most of them and they are attempting different tasks better than before…like “oh we are 

in home school we can’t do that” that’s what they would say to me. This year they are actually…they 

just ask questions. Like on how to do things or things like that, but they have more confidence and 

they attempt to do more tasks than what they used to do before. They don’t have this mentality that 

just because they are in Homes School they can’t do things or they are not supposed to be doing 

things (Interviewee: Nadia, 51-58). 

 



It is therefore concluded that by using self-study methods  – characterized by their openness, 

collaboration, and potential to re-conceptualize the realm of special education as a means to liberate 

student growth – special educators can foster self-regulation and independent learning in students 

with learning difficulties. Rather than fall into deficit beliefs that some students just cannot learn, 

educators are encouraged to focus on student strengths, particularly when making decisions and 

evaluations on their progress and success. Being reflective of our practice on a surface level is not 

enough; we must critically reflect and make our thoughts known to colleagues and enlist them for 

encouragement or support so that the educational ideal can be realized in our students. Against all 

odds and the deficiently narrow ways by which society views students who learn differently, this is 

the goal to transform education that pedagogy calls for us to meet. 

you are very approachable, and I know you are extremely busy, but you always have a minute to 

touch base, and I think you know your kids, and I think you have a good feel about all the kids in the 

school. So I would always feel very comfortable talking to you. (Interviewee: Tanya, 186-189) 
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