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Abstract

In this collaborative action research project three researchers and six primary teachers in two Greek mainstream schools developed a peer tutoring programme for 130 students eleven of whom were students with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND). Through exploring new roles for researchers and teachers, the aim of this study was to enhance teachers’ capacity in developing peer tutoring programmes and to improve students’ academic and social skills. Teachers and researchers actively collaborated in the development, delivery and evaluation of the programme through the collection and analysis of a range of qualitative data. Data were collected through focus groups, interviews, observations and diaries. The teachers and the researchers learned to collaborate in creating an inclusive environment for all students through on-going and in-service support, and to take shared decisions based on honest dialogue. All teachers and students considered peer tutoring effective for students with SEND but not for all students without SEND. This collaborative project has positively challenged the teachers’ and researchers’ thinking highlighting that the development of any inclusive classroom practice, such as peer tutoring, should incorporate the participants’ decision as a means to resolve the complexities between the theoretical underpinnings of inclusion and its practice. 
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Introduction

The inclusion of students with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) calls for far more than simply placing children in mainstream classrooms alongside their peers without SEND. Instead, recognising student diversity and meeting the academic and social needs of all students is one of the basic premises of inclusion (Thomas and Loxley, 2007). However, several decades from the beginning of the inclusion movement, teachers feel ill-prepared to meet the demands of inclusive education (Yada and Savolainen 2017). This was also the case for the group of teachers who invited us to assist them in their efforts to include effectively all students in their classrooms, after attending a workshop on inclusive education offered by the authors. In our initial discussions, teachers expressed concerns about the inclusion of students with SEND. They expressed the need for practices that would help them effectively include all students and they asked for our help to develop an intervention following in-service training. To this end, we decided to implement a collaborative action research (CAR) project on peer tutoring with teachers as co-participants in its development.

According to Iserbyt, Elen and Behets (2010, 40) ‘peer tutoring […] is the system of instruction in which students work in pairs to support each other’s learning’. Peer tutoring arrangements may differ according to the age of students involved (same-age or cross-age), and the structure of students’ role (fixed role or reciprocal) (DuPaul et al. 1998). Same-age peer tutoring formats occur between pairs of students attending the same grade level, while cross-age peer tutoring involves children from different grades and ages. The aim of this study was to develop a same-age peer tutoring programme and to evaluate its effectiveness through the lenses of the people who had participated in it. We aspired to gain an in-depth understanding of the procedures followed, to develop new practices and to critically discuss the practical significance of the findings with the participants. 
Our conceptual framework consists of certain aspects that have been found in the literature to improve teachers’ practices and views towards the inclusion of all students including those with SEND. CAR requires ‘climates of inquiry in communities of practice, often with different stakeholders functioning as co-researchers’ (Mitchell, Reilly, and Logue 2009, 345) in order to learn with rather than about the participants in the study (Ebersohn, Beukes, and Ferreira 2012; Messiou 2019). This premise was adopted in the present research in which teachers and researchers co-developed and co-implemented a research project based on continuous interaction, equal involvement in decision-making and reciprocal respect.  Bleicher (2014) noted that CAR employs four main components which feed into one another: motivation for teachers which includes teacher orientation and self-efficacy; new knowledge; action from teachers to adopt new instructional strategies; and reflection which is the key of the learning process and can lead to change. We took all the above components into consideration in the development of the peer tutoring programme in which we considered the teachers as reflective practitioners and facilitators of their own learning. However, the ultimate goal of a CAR project is to develop a living theory of responsibility and self-awareness of all the parties involved (McNiff and Whitehead 2010). Consequently, the collaboration between researchers and teachers in the development of this study and the opportunity for teachers to take decisions, and not to follow strict guidelinesas in experimental studies, were our guiding principles. 
Based on the above, three researchers and six teachers developed a peer tutoring programme. Our aim was to explore not only the effectiveness of peer tutoring on the academic and social skills of the students, but also to engage all the participants in a learning process that would foster our professional development through reflecting on our own teaching and research practices.  
Context of the study
Inclusive education in Greece is mainly associated with the education of students with SEND in mainstream schools and Greek legislation (Greek Government Law 3699/2008) encourages their participation in the mainstream curriculum. The students with SEND can either receive support from a special education teacher in the classroom or outside the classroom in resource rooms. The predominant model is the one in the resource room in which students can receive individualised or group instruction for a few hours per week, according to their individual education plan. Training on implementing inclusive education is currently very limited, and the few available opportunities for in-service training consist of short-term courses or seminars usually focusing on a specific type of disability. These courses are usually organised by local educational authorities and delivered by the regional counsellor responsible for the students with SEND. In addition, Fyssa et al. (2014) found that Greek mainstream teachers do not feel prepared to include students with SEND in their classrooms noting that the inclusion of students with SEND has increased the requirements placed on them.
Peer tutoring: Its impact and associated teachers’ and students’ views
Carter et al. (2015) recommended peer tutoring as a means for schools to develop and foster their inclusive ethos because students with diverse needs receive individualised and timely feedback. In a class-wide peer tutoring format, any risk of discrimination or stigmatisation of children with SEND is lowered (Scruggs, Mastropieri, and Marshak 2012). 
Research on peer tutoring has indicated academic and social gains for students with SEND in various subject areas and grade levels. For example, in two meta-analytic reviews, Bowman-Perrott et al. (2013) and Bowman-Perrott et al. (2014) found moderate to large academic gains in vocabulary, maths, reading and spelling for students with SEND and positive effects in their social skills regardless of the type of disability. Similarly, Carter et al. (2015) concluded that, peer tutoring can help even students with severe disabilities improve their social skills and create more friendships. However, two independently evaluated randomised controlled trials on peer tutoring funded by the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) in the UK in reading (EEF 2018a) and in maths (EEF 2018b) respectively, concluded that students’ involvement in peer tutoring programmes did not improve their academic skills, raising questions regarding its efficacy and the contextual factors that affect it. In particular, the process evaluation of the peer tutoring programme in maths found that teachers considered it difficult for students with SEND to participate in it and felt ill-prepared to support them effectively. However, they reported that students increased their confidence in maths and social skills. The impact that peer tutoring has on the academic and social development of students without SEND has not been widely explored (Stenhoff and Lignugaris-Kraft 2007). Wright and Cleary (2006) found that tutors increased their reading rates and speed as a result of their participation in peer tutoring, but not to the same extent as their peers who faced difficulties in reading. 
Although the adoption of experimental designs to examine the social development of students in peer tutoring programmes can offer a robust estimate of their effectiveness, these studies lack sensitivity in considering contextual factors. There is a clear need for listening to the voices of participating students and teachers, in order to explore how they perceive their involvement. This would give us the opportunity to gain insight into their concerns in order to customise the procedures based on their strengths and needs. To this end, a small number of research studies in the USA have sought students’ perceptions about their involvement in peer tutoring (Bowman-Perrott et al. 2014; Carter et al. 2015). In general, students hold positive feelings and are highly satisfied with their involvement in peer tutoring (Ayvazo and Aljadeff-Abergel 2014). A common finding is students’ preference towards peer tutoring compared to traditional teacher-centred instructional approaches (Villa et al. 2010) and the recognition that their involvement in it can lead to the development of their academic skills (Ayvazo and Aljadeff-Abergel 2014). In addition, students without SEND claimed that they understood the needs of their peers with SEND and that they developed healthier social relationships with them (Carter et al. 2015). 
Several authors (e.g. Villa et al. 2010; Yada and Savolainen 2017) have noted that teachers often feel ill-prepared to provide individualised instruction and reflective assessment to their students. Peer tutoring comprises an alternative approach in offering individualised instruction and a classroom environment of trust and social acceptance (Carter et al. 2015). Teachers’ involvement in peer tutoring programmes can be considered as a learning process that will help them include all students in learning (Van Keer and Vanderlinde 2013). 
Although teachers hold positive views towards peer tutoring programmes (Maheady and Gard 2010), they are not always willing to continue its implementation after the completion of the research project. For example, Sutherland and Snyder (2007) found that the positive perceptions the teachers reported in a survey at the end of a peer tutoring intervention were not validated in their follow-up observations. In particular, the teachers did not continue the use of peer tutoring due to limited support and the difficulties to change the beliefs and the views of the participants.  Therefore, there is a need to investigate in more depth teachers’ views, especially after being involved in all the stages of a peer tutoring programme. Giving space to teachers to express not only their evaluations on the efficacy of a programme they develop and enact, but their concerns, difficulties and remarks could offer a different insight into what teachers think about inclusion and inclusive instructional strategies in general.  
Aim of the study

To date, most research studies in the field have utilised experimental designs, whose capacity to detect and examine contextual or cultural factors is limited. Although the majority of them have shown that students and teachers are mainly positive towards peer tutoring, we need to consider those studies which did not report a significant change following an intervention, tend to remain unpublished and therefore, unnoticed (e.g. EEF 2018a, 2018b). 
Because of the above inconsistencies, we decided to conduct a CAR project on peer tutoring to facilitate students’ and teachers’ and researchers’ learning. Through exploring new roles for researchers and teachers, the aim of this study was to enhance teachers’ capacity in developing peer tutoring programmes and to improve students’ academic and social skills. Contrary to the prevalent model in Greece of offering support to students with SEND in the resource rooms, we worked to bring the resources inside the mainstream classrooms and to offer teachers the opportunity to adopt innovative student-centred collaborative instructional practices. Hence, the research questions guiding our fieldwork were: 
1) How can peer tutoring contribute towards students’ development of academic and social skills?
2) How all the participants contributed through their active involvement to the development of the peer tutoring programme?
3) How have teachers’ and students’ views, beliefs, feelings and practices been shaped by being involved in a peer tutoring programme?, and 
4) How has peer tutoring affected teachers’ and researchers’ learning towards the inclusion of students with and without SEND?
Methodology
Before data collection, we received ethical approval from the Ministry of Education and all the participating teachers and students and students’ parents, signed consent forms. Also, prior to the beginning of the programme and before we ask the participants to sign, we explained to them what the project entails. We assured the students that participation is not mandatory and that if they do not participate, this will not affect their marks or their overall stance in the class. 

The project involved three cycles carried out by six teachers and three researchers in six Greek primary classrooms in two urban schools for twelve weeks. Each cycle included planning, acting, observing, and reflecting. As mentioned above, we tried to create a ‘climate of inquiry in communities of practice’ (Mitchell et al. 2009, 345) by rendering teachers as co-researchers in developing the peer tutoring programme. To this end, collaborative forms of inquiry could help overcome the challenges these teachers experience in fostering the learning and inclusion of all students. We worked in partnership with them to develop our own instructional practices and research capacity. In particular, we helped teachers collect and analyse data, and teachers helped us understand which are the elements that make an instructional strategy feasible in their classrooms. We all kept collaborating and exchanging opinions throughout the planning and implementation of the programme in order to monitor effectively the procedures and, later, its impact. The teachers had the opportunity to include themselves in all the decisions of the project, from its focus to the conclusions drawn. Similarly, we got engaged with the perspectives, opinions, positions and expertise of teachers (Ebersohn et al. 2012). We conceptualised this study as an attempt to bridge the gap between research and practice by involving the teachers in all the steps of the research study, which could eventually have a positive impact on their learning and professional development. 
Three primary education teachers from each school were the main participants while they were teaching the three upper primary classes which had either one or two students with a statement of SEND and an average number of twenty students. Teachers’ age ranged from 47 to 52 years, five were female and one male, while their teaching experience ranged from 22 to 27 years. In total, 130 students participated in the programme. Although the focus of the programme was on the inclusion of all students, in this paper we will solely discuss the findings concerning the 11 peer tutoring pairs that included students with SEND. The students with SEND included two students with ADHD, six students with moderate learning difficulties, one student with dyslexia, one student with quadriplegia and one student with high-functioning autism. They all experienced difficulties in the academic and social domain. According to their teachers’ descriptions, these students were well below the average academic level of the class, which hindered them from being actively involved in the learning process. They had difficulties in being members of the peer group and felt less accepted by their classmates. 
Along with the teachers, we discussed the range of techniques and tools that we could use in order to capture their own views and practices and their students’ perspectives. We concluded that focus group discussions, semi-structured interviews, participant observations and diaries would assist us in keeping record of all the evidence we needed to document teachers’ and researchers’ learning, students’ academic and social skills, and to develop our planning and action. Focus group utilises interaction as participants’ statements are challenged and developed (Willig 2008). This process is valuable for the participants and the researchers to gain an in-depth insight of their views and to comprehend how these are shaped and changed. First, we conducted focus groups to discuss with the participants the main data collection phases. We also conducted individual semi-structured interviews with the teachers, while both the teachers and the researchers conducted interviews with the students with a view to eliciting their experiences throughout the project. The aim of the interviews was to investigate teachers’ and students’ views and the contextual features that influence the peer tutoring programme, to develop the programme, to evaluate its effectiveness, and to enhance our insight in our own practices and learning. 
We also observed all peer tutoring sessions to gain insight into the participating teachers’ and students’ behaviours during the programme. Both teachers and researchers conducted observations simultaneously. We asked teachers to observe carefully the pairs, which included a student with SEND, and to discuss with us which aspects of the peer tutoring programme we should focus on. We agreed that we should carefully note the collaboration between students, and specifically, if they ask for help, if they face any problems in following the rules and procedures, and if there were any incidents of students arguing or complaining. In order not to lose any incident experienced, all of us recorded our thoughts and actions. Thus, we opted for an interval-contingent diary (Creswell 2011) in which both teachers and researchers recorded their experiences at regular intervals. We used the diaries to provide explanations for certain actions and to develop our reflective critique on the events taking place during our research study. We tried our presence in the classroom not to affect the classroom dynamics but we recognize that this might not always be the case. In order to make the students feel comfortable, the teachers introduced us as researchers and teachers, who could provide help if needed. 
We used a number of strategies to co-develop and co-evaluate the three cycles of the CAR project. We used collaborative interpretive processes as a means to analyse and interpret the evidence gathered from all the three cycles. These involved engaging with all the different perspectives, such as teachers’, students’ and researchers’ in order to gain insight and reflect upon our actions, practices, and behaviours (Messiou, 2019). Collecting students’ feedback regarding the procedures and their involvement in the peer tutoring programme was considered important in reflecting critically upon our practices and actions during the programme and implementing changes along the way. 
Thematic analysis was chosen as the most suitable strategy to analyse all the data collected as it is regarded “an accessible and theoretically flexible approach to analysing qualitative data” (Braun and Clarke 2006, 77). First, we, the researchers, transcribed the interviews and did the preliminary analysis of all the researchers’ and teachers’ observations and diary records. Then, we coded the data and grouped them into themes and categories. Drafts of these as well as the final accounts were discussed with the teachers, and all their suggestions for improvement were included in the action plan. We devoted time with teachers to resolve misunderstandings and contradicting views due to the fact that the analysis of our findings was not a straightforward but a developing process. Ongoing meetings and discussions with the teachers during the data analysis process helped to develop the programme, to check the conclusion reached and to enhance the trustworthiness of the analysis as suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985). Involving teachers in the data analysis procedures was seen as a process that could eventually lead teachers to question their beliefs, and assumptions towards inclusion, and the instructional strategies they have adopted. Both methodological triangulation and triangulation of sources were performed (Creswell 2011) by using different methods and participants. 
Process and findings
A focus group planning meeting took place at the beginning of the project in which we discussed teachers’ needs and the challenges they face in implementing inclusive approaches. We then discussed the idea of implementing peer tutoring in order to evaluate its impact on all students and especially on those with SEND. The teachers agreed but they asked for training to implement it. We kept notes in our diaries of what teachers would like to learn and after this very constructive meeting, we decided to offer them training on the basic principles and procedures of peer tutoring. 
Cycle A: Teachers’ training
A 1.5 hours training session took place in each school. The first author presented to teachers the theoretical background of peer tutoring, its origins, definitions, its formats and the procedures along with the role that the teachers will have to perform during the design, organisation, implementation and evaluation of the programme. After the presentation, we encouraged the teachers to participate in focus group discussion to reflect on their learning and to share their thoughts, concerns and suggestions. In addition, we conducted individual interviews to further discuss their views towards the inclusion of students with SEND, about peer tutoring as an instructional approach leading to inclusion for all students and about the challenges they expect to face during the project. Most of the teachers contended that their job had become more demanding since the inclusion of students with SEND in their classrooms.
‘Indeed, it is more demanding in relation to setting goals and my instructional practices, especially when I have to ensure students’ with SEND social inclusion, which, I think, is the most demanding part’ (Penny-T6)

 With regard to the practices they had already adopted, some of them mentioned differentiated instruction, provision of extra time and less homework to support students with SEND. Almost all teachers considered the pairing of students as one of the most demanding tasks of the peer tutoring programme, the strict timetables and pressure to cover the content materials. Due to these concerns, we decided to help teachers formulate the pairs prior to the beginning of the programme. Teachers felt that the centralised Greek educational system affected their teaching (Strogilos, 2012) leaving no space and time for them to adopt and apply innovative, student-centred instructional strategies, such as peer tutoring. At the end of our discussions, a shared reflection among the teachers was that peer tutoring can foster the inclusion of all students and expressed their willingness to get involved in the project. As a result, we decided to proceed with the following actions: a) to have a meeting with each teacher to design and organise the peer tutoring programme, and b) to implement the programme initially three hours per week for two weeks, and, then, to discuss if, and how, we will continue. 
Cycle B: Two-week implementation of peer tutoring 
In our individual meetings, we decided the content and the time. All teachers decided to implement the programme in literacy because they regarded easier to adopt instructional strategies and to foster students’ collaboration in literacy than in other subjects. Four teachers opted for a class-wide reciprocal format, in which students change the roles of tutor and tutee, while two teachers decided to implement the fixed-role format of peer tutoring, in which students do not alternate roles. Then we decided to match the students in pairs based on their academic and social strengths and needs. The basic principle we followed, suggested in several research studies (Josephs and Jolivette 2016; Mattatall 2017), was to match low-achieving students with high-achieving ones. In both schools, among all peer tutoring pairs, 11 included students with SEND. The next action was to train students as tutors and tutees. We agreed with the teachers that they needed to make explicit to all students that when they have the role of tutor, they should not do the exercise/activity for their peer, they should collaborate, they should ask questions in order to help tutees find the answer, and they should offer constant support. At the teachers’ request, the first author was present during students’ training to ensure that the latter had fully understood the procedures. After this, we started the two-week implementation of the programme. 
Prior to each session, we met with the teachers to co-produce the materials. At the beginning of each session, the teachers reminded to the students about the roles they would have to perform and who would be their partners. The tutors explained to the tutees the activity and reminded them of the relevant grammatic phenomena. Then, the tutee tried to complete the activity. The tutor confirmed right and wrong answers. In case of a wrong answer, the tutor did not provide the right answer, but they rather tried to guide the tutee to the right one. At the end of each session, each pair calculated the points they had earned for their correct answers, their collaboration and their behaviour, and posted them on the public poster. The students in the reciprocal pairs switched roles almost half way through in each session. Teachers had a critical role to perform during the programme. They were the coordinators supporting the process of peer tutoring. They were moving around the classroom to offer help to tutors. They were also awarding bonus points for tutors for appropriate tutoring and to tutees for active engagement and appropriate collaboration. We, as researchers, were present at each session in order to offer ongoing support based on what we have learned from observing each session.  In general, teachers implemented the lessons effectively with limited cases in which teachers asked for support when they could not handle specific situations. 
Apart from the informal discussions we had with the teachers, we interviewed them individually at the end of the two-week period. We discussed about the programme’s impact on their students’ and their own learning. The teachers expressed positive feelings towards students’ social benefits emanating from their active involvement. Most of them indicated that all students benefitted socially and that they would further benefit socially during the forthcoming six-week implementation of the programme. Indeed, the observation records reinforce teachers’ views. The improvement of the social skills of students with SEND were evident from the very first sessions of the programme. We offer two extracts from a teacher’s diary where she describes the collaboration of a pair during the first two sessions: 
‘Session 1-Penny(T6): Ann (student without SEND) cannot accept the idea that she will be a pair with Chris (student with ADHD and MLD). Chris did not like it either. Chris is not part of the peer group, because of his behaviour and his unwillingness to follow rules. Ann is making extra effort to make him follow the peer tutoring procedures and to collaborate with her’.
‘Session 2-Penny(T6): Ann seemed to have accepted the idea that she will be paired with Chris. Today, Chris started listening to Ann, without disrupting her, when she was explaining the activity. Ann was more willing to tutor him, and he was more willing to pay attention to her. I am really happy seeing Chris not misbehaving as much as he used to’. 
Additionally, we noticed a general feeling of enthusiasm from the students. Most pairs worked collaboratively except three pairs who were constantly arguing and could not focus on the activities. As a result, we discussed with teachers either to change these students’ pairs or to involve them in activities to foster their bonding. 
All teachers claimed that their short involvement in the peer tutoring programme had helped them to offer individualised instruction and to manage students’ disruptive behaviours. We, as researchers, shared the same positive views. Although the two-week period is a short one for a solid picture, we contend that, based on our observations, both teachers and students seemed to have improved their learning. Contrary to the above, a concerning finding was that almost all teachers claimed that students with SEND benefitted academically more than their peers without SEND, raising concerns about the academic benefits of the latter. Hence, we agreed to discuss this important reflection in our next focus group, which, at the teachers’ request, took the form of a second training session. Strikingly, all teachers noted that they need further training to organize, implement and evaluate peer tutoring for a six-week period. They all highlighted the need for ongoing training with practical suggestions in order to perform their new roles efficiently. As the teachers said in the interviews, they experienced a shift in their role from being the leaders of the educational process to reinforce students to take ownership of their own learning. This was a huge learning curve for these teachers and an honest admission on their behalf that we had to take into consideration in designing the next steps. To this end, we fully understood and appreciated the need for more training and arranged a second round of interactive training/ focus group discussions. 

To make good use of the learning we acquired from the first two weeks, during the second training/focus group discussions, we all decided that certain adaptations were necessary before entering the six-week implementation of the programme. Based on teachers’ reflection that the students without SEND did not benefit as much as others, the type of peer tutoring changed in some classrooms. Of the four out of the six classes that originally performed reciprocal peer tutoring, only two kept this format. Contrary to prior research findings (e.g. Bond and Castagnera 2006) and to the consideration that reciprocal peer tutoring provides a more inclusive instructional approach (Talbott, Trzaska, and Zurheide 2017), two teachers decided that the reciprocal format of peer tutoring was not suitable and effective in meeting the academic needs of all students. Specifically, these teachers argued that some students could not perform the role of tutor and so they decided to opt for a fixed-role peer tutoring with students with SEND and low-ability students performing only the role of the tutee. We also noticed that when peer tutoring was implemented during the first two hours of the school day, students were more engaged in the procedures. Thus, two teachers who implemented peer tutoring the fourth and fifth hour decided to implement it during the first three hours. During the second round of training/focus group discussions with the teachers, we reflected on improvements in our practices, and we developed further our professional skills through role playing activities. The discussion on the challenges and the improvements of our practices in the second cycle and the ‘peer tutoring role play activities’ were evaluated by the teachers as extremely useful and necessary for the continuation of the programme. Most of them said that they felt more confident to perform the roles of facilitator and evaluator during the six-week implementation of peer tutoring in their classrooms. 
Cycle C: Six-week implementation of peer tutoring 
During the six-week phase, the teachers implemented the tasks as we had decided in the latest focus groups again for three hours per week. As the sessions proceeded, teachers were more confident in moving around the classroom offering constructive feedback to their students. At the end of this phase, we conducted interviews with 22 students (those in the pairs with one student with SEND) and all the teachers. In addition, we had a focus group in each school to evaluate the overall implementation of the peer tutoring programme and what we have learned for it. Overall, the students, the teachers and the researchers agreed that there were many situations in which peer tutoring fostered the inclusion of all students in mainstream classrooms. 
Teachers perceived the inclusion of students with SEND as feasible and effective, when certain conditions were met, such as support from other students and individualised instruction. Panos(T2) noted that the academic and social benefits of peer tutoring for students with SEND were unexpectedly positive, despite the doubts he expressed in his first interview. While Panos(T2) was hesitant about continuing peer tutoring after the completion of the programme, he later reported that he continued implementing peer tutoring in all subjects, not only in literacy. Indeed, the following two months that we kept informally visiting the schools, Panos(T2) involved all his students in peer tutoring configurations. Another teacher that continued the implementation of peer tutoring was Penny(T6), despite her hesitant attitude towards peer tutoring, at the end of the two-week period. Apparently, these two teachers considered that peer tutoring had important academic and social benefits for their students and all teachers reported that they would like to continue implementing peer tutoring in their classrooms in the future. However, as in the previous phase, they claimed that peer tutoring benefitted academically mostly students with SEND and not necessarily those without SEND highlighting, however, positive social outcomes for all. For example, Amanda(T1) highlighted the social outcomes for Helen, a girl with quadriplegia, 
“Helen is a little bit excluded from the rest of the girl group, because of her difficulty to move around without her aides. She faces extreme difficulties in communication not only with her peers but also with me. However, I should say that the other girls are trying to communicate with her, but at some point, they give up their effort. Peer tutoring gave Maria the opportunity to meet Helen and spend more time together during break times”.
 Based on our observation logs, during the first sessions, and especially during break times, Helen was not spending much time with her peers. She was predominantly sitting alone at a bench. This changed to a great extent at the two subsequent sessions. Helen was still sitting at the bench but several girls were chatting and playing with her.
The most enthusiastic teacher was Penny(T6). She faced significant difficulties in including in her class a boy with ADHD, Chris. He was misbehaving and was constantly rejecting any effort to participate in classroom activities. Several self-harming and violent incidents had occurred, making her decide that Chris should be sitting alone at the desk. He was involved in peer tutoring programme, but with an obvious hesitation from Penny(T6). After the completion of the programme, she was excited and said that she finally had found the “key” to unlock Chris. We will offer two extracts from Penny’s diary from the third and sixth session concerning the relationships between students with SEND and their peers without SEND, 

“Chris is usually excluded by the social groups of his classmates during break times. He is sitting alone and rarely is included in his classmates’ games. After a while, he is excluded because he cannot follow the rules of the game and cannot admit that he has lost.” (Session 3)

 “Today, I am really surprised about what is happening at break time. Chris is playing with his classmates and is actively engaged in the game. Chris is in the same team as Ann. Ann is helping him follow the rules. Unfortunately, at the end of the game he couldn’t accept that he lost and he started crying but then Ann gathered all the children and asked them if they have a problem to be a partner with Chris in the game. All children were surprised, but they agreed. Ann explained to Chris what will happen and Chris stopped crying, gave a hug to Ann, and started the game again. Chris was playing with his classmates in every single break time this day.” (Session 6)

Teachers consistently reported that they searched for ways to reduce the times that students with SEND exhibited disruptive behaviours. As mentioned above by both Amanda and Penny, peer tutoring improved the behaviour of students with SEND. Specifically, when we examined the records from our observation logs in Penny’s class, we noticed a significant decrease in students’ outbursts. 
As mentioned above, while some teachers recognized the academic and social benefits for the students with SEND, they expressed concerns with regard to the academic benefits of students without SEND.

 “They were really strong academically, that was the reason they were chosen to be the pairs of students with SEND, so they didn’t gain academically anything” (Panos). 
“if this (peer tutoring) continued for a long time, I’m pretty sure that they (students without SEND) would be disadvantaged in content knowledge” (Amanda).

 The above concerns can be attributed to several reasons. Teachers faced difficulties in appraising the programme’s effectiveness for students without SEND because all of their attention was focused on students with SEND and their academic and social performance. For instance, Panos, based on our diary records, was constantly worried about the academic performance of students with SEND. At the beginning of the programme, we designed the materials based on the academic needs of students with SEND without taking into consideration students without SEND. Furthermore, during our focus group discussions, our main concern was the academic and social development of students with SEND, while not paying enough attention in developing further the academic and social skills of students without SEND. The reason for this was that the teachers believed that the students with SEND would not be able to ‘teach’ high demanding tasks to the students without SEND. In the ‘Discussion and implications for policy and practice’ section, we discuss how teachers can enhance the academic benefits of students without SEND when tutoring students with SEND.
With regard to teachers’ professional learning, the opportunity for individualized instruction was the most common benefit highlighted by teachers. As Martha(T4) claimed, the inclusion of students with SEND in mainstream classrooms proved a challenging task. However, “peer tutoring gave me the opportunity to develop activities specifically for the weak students to help them pay attention to the lesson and to eliminate disruptive behaviours”.  Similarly, Julie(T5) stated that peer tutoring helped her in offering constant support to a girl with MLD, “having a student next to her all the time, and especially in literacy, saved me time and gave me the opportunity to offer feedback to other students who also need it. [...] It is something I will definitely keep using”. 

All teachers described peer tutoring as a powerful means to effectively meet the academic needs of students with SEND. For example, Amanda stated that “peer tutoring can only be seen positively, why could it be negative? It’s a way to help students with SEND meet the academic goals effectively”. Quite interesting were Panos’(T2) comments that “peer tutoring helped in eliminating the teacher-centred approaches used widely in the primary classrooms and that the noise and the boredom that conquer the classroom were gone...”. 
The 22 students that we interviewed, showed enthusiasm for the programme and reported having enjoyed their participation. The most common comment made by the students was that the programme gave them the opportunity to know their peers in more depth and appraise the positive aspects of their personalities. The general excitement and enthusiasm expressed by all students were evident during our observations. Even though there were some incidents of students arguing, these incidents did not change students’ overall positive appraisal of the programme. Interestingly, most of the students expressed the desire to continue participating in the programme in the future.
Students with SEND perceived very positively the sessions in which they performed the role of tutor. Specifically, Helen stated “I really liked that I could also help Maria”. Most of the students with SEND agreed that peer tutoring helped them academically. For example, Chris stated “with Ann I learn much better” and Aris who described peer tutoring as “the easiest way to learn” noted that “I didn’t feel ashamed to express my opinion, even if it was wrong, like I feel when I had to talk to the teacher”. 
Students without SEND who participated in reciprocal formats of peer tutoring also acknowledged the impact that serving as tutors had on their peers with SEND. For example, Maria confirmed the help she received from her peer saying that “in some cases she really helped me, something that I wouldn’t expect to happen... and I saw her being happy for helping me”. Similarly, Irine stated, “when he (her peer with SEND) was a tutor, he was much better, he was correcting my mistakes, a totally different person”. This is a completely different picture from the one she described when her peer was the tutee because she noted that “he is a student who if you tell him off about his behaviour, he won’t change it, so it was difficult for me to keep him focused”. However, some students without SEND who participated in fixed-role formats of peer tutoring claimed not to have improved further in their academic skills. Specifically, Lisa, who served only as tutor, claimed that there was “no loss and no gain” regarding her academic skills. All students considered their pairs as their friends, after the completion of the programme. Even in the cases where students did not get along well during the programme, they claimed that they now play more often during break times.
Discussion and implications for policy and practice
Overall, the participating teachers and students expressed positive views and feelings towards the peer tutoring programme. All teachers agreed that peer tutoring has a positive impact on the academic and social needs of students with SEND. These findings are in line with most of the peer tutoring studies (Cockerill, Craig, and Thurston 2018; Duran, Flores, Oller, and Ramirez 2019) and they highlight the unique contribution that peer tutoring makes in these students’ learning and in the formulation of less restrictive settings for their inclusion, where collaboration can become a productive part of the classroom activity. Peer tutoring appears to be a viable and effective instructional alternative for many students, who might be left working without support over a prolonged period of time. In addition, the teachers learned to collaborate with the researchers in creating an inclusive environment for all students through on-going and in-service support, and to participate in the decision making especially when they do not always agree with the researchers’ theoretical standpoints. For example, some teachers and some students without SEND considered that peer tutoring does not necessarily have substantial academic gains for students without SEND, which brought changes to the delivery of the programme. 

 During this CAR project, we developed a living theory of responsibility, movement, engagement, self-care and self-awareness with a living standard of judgment of responsibility towards others (McNiff and Whitehead 2010). We believe that this original account of our emerging practice highlights how we have turned our commitment to the inclusion of all students in mainstream classrooms into practice by which our collaborative approach may be held accountable. The focus of this programme was first and foremost, our own learning, and, then, the development of our living educational theories and practices. Teachers and researchers understood the complexities surrounding the effective implementation of inclusion and the support that teachers need in order to include all students effectively. As such, the theoretical underpinnings of the inclusion movement were discussed with the teachers through a peer tutoring programme and were followed or rejected based on an honest dialogue with them. 
Research in the field utilising CAR projects is really promising in offering insights into school environments, practices and relationships among the stakeholders. During this project, we, the researchers, learned to be open to teachers’ proposals and to challenge our assumptions in relation to the demands posed to teachers to effectively include all students in the mainstream classrooms. Most importantly, we learned that researchers should offer sustainable ways to handle practical difficulties, such as the strict timetable of teachers, with respect and value. CAR projects can create a strong bond between teachers and researchers and hence can become a valuable tool in merging various experiences and perspectives to improve practice. Doing research on the teachers and their practices varies a lot from doing research with teachers for their practices. As researchers, we realised that doing research with teachers may challenge our own perspectives but, at the same time, can make our research more meaningful for us, the teachers and their students. 

In addition, the present study showed that teachers can learn new instructional approaches to enhance inclusion when they have the necessary support and flexibility in the decision making. This should be considered when legislating new policies. Policy should clearly recommend and suggest ways to teachers to meet the new demands and how to effectively put policies into practice providing flexibility and choice. Furthermore, the present study can contribute towards the formulation of the content of undergraduate and postgraduate teacher training programmes to promote inclusive practices. Far from concentrating on traditional teacher-centred instructional strategies, these programmes ought to emphasize on fostering positive teachers’ views and on boosting their self-efficacy to implement child-centred instructional strategies. In particular, our results showed that peer tutoring programme is not a ‘recipe’ to follow, which can be implemented uniformly in every context. Since teachers considered that some forms of peer tutoring (e.g. reciprocal and pairing low-achieving students with high-achieving ones) do not work for all students (e.g. students without disabilities), training and future research programmes should provide flexibility to teachers to customise peer tutoring to meet effectively the needs of each of the participating students. For example, teachers might not select to pair low-achieving with high-achieving students, as we did in this study, in order to avoid always allocating the role of supporter/ tutor to students without disabilities. In addition, they could prepare and assign differentiated activities of variable difficulty so that the students without SEND can work on more demanding tasks which are appropriate for their stage of academic development. A further suggestion involves the allocation of more demanding tasks to tutors when they are teaching peers with disabilities in order to enhance their learning experience. For example, this could involve asking tutors to search for additional relevant material, as well as to come up with creative ways to teach their peers such as to provide applied examples of everyday life, to present the content of the activity using technology (e.g. power point) or even to write a reflection about their teaching. In doing so, tutors are enabled to enhance their knowledge and, at the same time, strengthen their communication and meta-cognitive skills.

 However, such action needs to be done in collaboration with the students because this study showed that their opinion might be different and hence it needs to be taken into consideration. 
Lastly, we all need to reconceptualize formal and informal pedagogies so that collaborative work acquires more prominence in the school curriculum in order to achieve a central role in educational practices. This is by no means the sole responsibility of mainstream teachers but instead requires all stakeholders to be involved including support teachers and the students themselves. To this end, inclusion should be considered as a ‘community practice’ in which the school’s management team encourages the creation of teams of teachers and students to develop and evaluate inclusive instructional approaches and to support each other.

Limitations and future research

Firstly, this study was conducted within the strict time frame of one academic term and, therefore, was limited to three cycles of action research. In this respect, examining the long-term effects of the peer tutoring programme implemented was not possible. Future CAR projects could be of longer duration and involve the collection of a wider range of data from various stakeholders (e.g. headteachers, parents). Secondly, we did not include students in the design and development of our study. The headteachers and the teachers of the participating schools were reluctant to include the students in the decision-making processes (i.e. in the focus groups) due to time limitations. Including students and giving them an active role during all the stages of the study should be prioritised in future research efforts. Gaining insight into students’ perspectives can eventually merge the gap between the notion and philosophy of inclusive education with the actual inclusive practices which really work towards meeting the needs of all students (Messiou 2017). 
References 
Ayvazo, Shiri, and Elian Aljadeff-Abergel. 2014. “Classwide peer tutoring for elementary and high school students at risk: listening to students’ voices.” Support for Learning 29 (1): 76-92. doi:10.1111/1467-9604.12047 
Bleicher, Robert. E. 2014. “A collaborative action research approach to professional learning.” Professional Development in Education 40 (5): 802-821. doi:10.1080/19415257.2013.842183 
Bond, Rebecca, and Elizabeth Castagnera. 2006. “Peer supports and inclusive education: An underutilized resource.” Theory into Practice 45 (3): 224-229. doi:10.1207/s15430421tip4503_4 
Bowman-Perrott, Lisa, Mack. D. Burke, Nan Zhang, N, and Samar Zaini. 2014. “Direct and collateral effects of peer tutoring on social and behavioral outcomes: A meta-analysis of singlecase research.” School Psychology Review 43 (3): 260-285.

Bowman-Perrott, Lisa, Heather Davis, Kimberly Vannest, Lauren Williams, Charles Greenwood, and Richard Parker. 2013. “Academic benefits of peer tutoring: A meta-analytic review of single-case research.” School Psychology Review 42 (1): 39–55.
Braun, Virginia, and Victoria Clarke. 2006. “Using thematic analysis in psychology.” Qualitative Research in Psychology 3 (2): 77-101.

Carter, Eric. W, Colleen K. Moss, Jennifer Asmus, Ethan Fesperman, Molly Cooney, 
Matthew E. Brock, Gregory Lyons, Hartley H. Huber, and Lori B. Vincent. 2015. “Promoting inclusion, social connections, and learning through peer support arrangements.” Teaching Exceptional Children 48 (1): 9-18. doi:10.1177%2F0040059915594784 
Cockerill, Maria, Nicole Craig, and Allen Thurston. 2018. “Teacher perceptions of the impact of peer learning in their classrooms: Using social interdependence theory as a model for data analysis and presentation.” International Journal of Education and Practice 6 (1): 14-27. doi:10.18488/journal.61.2018.61.14.27 
Creswell, John W. 2011. Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating quantitative. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall.
DuPaul, George J., Ruth A. Ervin, Christine L. Hook, and Kara E. McGoey. 1998. “Peer tutoring for children with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder: Effects on classroom behavior and academic performance.” Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis 31 (4): 579-592. doi:10.1901/jaba.1998.31-579
Duran, David, Marta Flores, Maite Oller, and Marcela Ramírez. 2019. “Reading in Pairs, description and results of a peer tutoring program for English as a foreign language.” Innovation in Language Learning and Teaching 13 (4): 303-317. doi:10.1080/17501229.2018.1462370 
Ebersohn, Liesel, Johann Beukes, and Ronel Ferreira. 2012. “An attractive choice: Education researchers’ use of participatory methodology.” South African Journal of Higher Education 26 (3): 455-471. 
EEF. 2018a. Peer tutoring in secondary schools. (accessed January 23, 2021, from (https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/projects-and-evaluation/projects/peer-tutoring-in-secondary-schools/). 

EEF. 2018b. Shared maths. (accessed January 23, 2021, from (https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/projects-and-evaluation/projects/shared-maths/?utm_source=site&utm_medium=search&utm_campaign=site_search&search_term=peer%20tutoring). 
Fyssa, Aristea, Anastasia Vlachou, and Elias Avramidis. 2014. “Early childhood teachers' 
understanding of inclusive education and associated practices: Reflections from Greece.” International Journal of Early Years Education 22 (2): 223-237. https://doi.org/10.1080/09669760.2014.909309 
Greek Government. 2008. Official Journal, No 3699/2008, FEK. 199/2-10- 2008. Athens: Ethniko Typografeio.

Iserbyt, Peter, Jan Elen, and Daniel Behets. 2010. “Instructional guidance in reciprocal peer tutoring with task cards.” Journal of Teaching in Physical Education 29 (1): 38-53. doi:10.1123/jtpe.29.1.38
Josephs, Nikki L., and Kristine Jolivette. 2016. “Effects of Peer Mediated Instruction on the Oral Reading Fluency Skills of High School Aged Struggling Readers.” Insights into Learning Disabilities 13 (1): 39-59.

Lincoln, Yvonna S., and Ergon G. Guba. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Beverly Hills, CA: SAGE.

Maheady, Larry, and Jaime Gard. 2010. “Classwide peer tutoring: Practice, theory, research, and personal narrative.” Intervention in School and Clinic 46 (2): 71-78. doi:10.1177%2F1053451210376359 
Mattatall, Chris A. 2017. “Using peer assisted learning strategies for boys, aboriginal learners, and at-risk populations.” Reading & Writing Quarterly 33 (2): 155-170. doi:10.1080/10573569.2016.1142914 
McNiff, Jean, and Jack Whitehead J. 2010. You and Your Action Research Project. London: Routledge.

Messiou, Kyriaki. 2019. “Collaborative action research: facilitating inclusion in schools.” Educational Action Research  27  (2): 197-209. doi:10.1080/09650792.2018.1436081
Messiou, Kyriaki. 2017. “Research in the field of inclusive education: time for a rethink?.” International Journal of Inclusive Education  21 (2): 146-159.  doi:10.1080/13603116.2016.1223184 
Mitchell, Sidney N., Rosemary C. Reilly, and Mary Ellin Logue. 2009. “Benefits of collaborative action research for the beginning teacher.” Teaching and Teacher Education 25 (2): 344-349. doi:10.1016/j.tate.2008.06.008 
Scruggs, Thomas E., Margo Mastropieri, and Lisa Marshak. 2012. “Peer-mediated instruction in inclusive secondary social studies learning: Direct and indirect learning effects.” Learning Disabilities Research & Practice 27 (1): 12-20. doi:10.1111/j.1540-5826.2011.00346.x 
Stenhoff, Donald M., Benjamin Lignugaris/Kraft. 2007. “A review of the effects of peer tutoring on students with mild disabilities in secondary settings.” Exceptional Children 74 (1): 8-30. doi:10.1177%2F001440290707400101 
Strogilos, Vasilis. 2012. “The cultural understanding of inclusion and its development within 
a centralized system.” International Journal of Inclusive Education 16 (12): 1241-1258. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2011.557447 
Sutherland, Kevin S., and Angela Snyder. 2007. “Effects of reciprocal peer tutoring and self-graphing on reading fluency and classroom behavior of middle school students with emotional or behavioral disorders.” Journal of Emotional and Behavioral Disorders 15 (2): 103-118. doi:10.1177%2F10634266070150020101 
Talbott, Elizabeth, Agata Trzaska, and Jaime L. Zurheide. 2017. “A systematic review of peer tutoring interventions for students with disabilities.” In The Wiley handbook of diversity in special education, edited by Hughes, Marie Tejero, and Elizabeth Talbot, 321-356. West Sussex, UK: John Wiley and Sons.
Villa, Richard A., Jacquiline S. Thousand, and Ann I. Nevin. 2010. Collaborating with students in instruction and decision making: The untapped resource. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press.

Willig, Carla. 2008. Introducing qualitative research in psychology. Berkshire: Open University Press. 
Wright, Jim, & Kristi S. Cleary. 2006. “Kids in the tutor seat: Building schools’ capacity to help struggling readers through a cross-age peer-tutoring programme.” Psychology in the Schools 43 (1): 99-107. doi:10.1002/pits.20133 
Yada, Akie, and Hannu Savolainen. 2017. “Japanese in-service teachers’ attitudes toward inclusive education and self-efficacy for inclusive practices.” Teaching and Teacher Education 64: 222-229. doi:10.1016/j.tate.2017.02.005 
1

