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This study examined pre-service teachers’ knowledge and perceptions of, and attitudes toward, inclusive education. A total of 131 pre-service teachers from two programs—one at a College of Education and a university program through the Faculty of Education—were surveyed using a cross-sectional survey research design. Data were collected using a self-developed questionnaire. The questionnaire was pilot tested among pre-service teachers from the Faculty of Education at a university which did not participate in the study. We used a 3 × 2 factorial multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) to analyze the descriptive and inferential data (means, standard deviations). The study revealed a statistically significant difference between pre-service teachers’ gender (male and female) and programs (university and college of education) regarding their knowledge and perceptions of, and attitudes toward, inclusive education. The results indicated a significant MANOVA. In the follow-up analysis of the variance test, pre-service teachers’ perceptions and attitudes differed between genders and programs. In addition, the study found a significant difference between pre-service teachers’ perceptions and attitudes toward inclusive education based on their educational programs. Pre-service teachers from the College of Education scored higher than those from the Faculty of Education at a university. We discuss the implications of an egalitarian learning environment.
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Introduction

Inclusive education has emerged as a benchmark for education communities that prioritize equality of opportunity and non-discrimination to reach as many students as possible regardless of their characteristics or needs. “Inclusion” is closely related to social justice campaigns, human rights movements, and equality-related movements (Adigun, 2021). According to Cushner et al. (2012), inclusive education is the practice of integrating students with special needs into regular classrooms. In other words, inclusive education aims to fulfill many of the same goals that encourage students with disabilities to be independent and to benefit from educational resources, practices, and activities for all.

The successful implementation of inclusive education depends on the organization and resources in the learning situation, educational content and management style, and the availability of qualified teachers. There is a lack of confidence among pre-service teachers in being able to teach both regular learners and learners with special needs. In addition to the increased workloads of teachers, the arguments against inclusive education are remain focused on the teachers’ lack of skills (YLE, 2019). It appears that attitudes toward inclusion are becoming more hostile, highlighting the importance of research like the present one which examines the potential impact of the knowledge, attitudes, and perceptions of pre-service teachers. Based on cross-sectional studies (Savolainen et al., 2012), teacher efficacy may influence teacher attitudes significantly. Comparative studies demonstrate that the relationship between teacher efficacy and teacher attitudes is as strong in Finland (Yada et al., 2018) as anywhere else (Savolainen et al., 2012).

Teachers’ attitudes, perceptions, beliefs, and humanity toward students with disabilities are crucial to implementing inclusive education because they can hinder or facilitate the integration, learning, and participation processes. Teachers’ perceptions and attitudes depend on a variety of factors, including qualifications, experience, teaching experience, and their impacts can determine whether an inclusive process will succeed or fail (Suriá, 2012; Granada et al., 2013; Castro et al., 2016). Moreover, a key component of inclusion is the Salamanca Framework for Action (The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 1994; Adigun, 2021), which is incorporated into several African educational policy documents and provides guidance on how pre-service teachers can improve the educational process and outcomes for learners with disabilities. In its National Policy on Education, the Federal Republic of Nigeria (2004) defined inclusive education through this framework.

Regardless of their linguistic, emotional, cognitive, or physical condition, these documents stipulate that all learners receive equal treatment. Interestingly, the Nigerian Policy on Education specifies that all learners should have equal access to quality education by integrating learners with disabilities into regular classrooms free of discrimination (Federal Republic of Nigeria, 2004). Challenging objectives are outlined in various policy documents on the provision of quality education to learners with disabilities.

Researchers have extensively studied the attitudes of teachers toward inclusion (Jerlinder et al., 2010; de Boer et al., 2011). Furthermore, Avramidis and Norwich (2002) noted that different studies have been conducted on teachers’ perceptions of inclusion in education and the factors that might influence their acceptance of this. Teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion were positive, but full acceptance was not evident. How teachers responded to students’ needs was directly influenced by any learning institution’s ability to offer inclusive education (Suriá, 2012). Solis et al. (2019) noted that promoting and maintaining an inclusive educational setting was influenced by the knowledge and attitudes educators had toward individuals with disabilities, affecting the outcome of the inclusion process (Broomhead, 2019; Florian, 2019).

This study is important because it intended to investigate pre-service teachers’ knowledge and perceptions of, and attitudes toward, inclusive education based on their gender (male and female) and program (Bachelor’s Degree in Education and Nigerian Certificate in Education). The research questions for the study were:


1.Is there significant difference between pre-service teachers’ gender (male and female) and programs [Bachelor’s Degree in Education (B.Ed.) and Nigerian Certificate in Education (NCE)] in terms of their knowledge of inclusive education.

2.What is the significant difference between pre-service teachers’ gender (male and female) and programs (Bachelor’s Degree in Education and Nigerian Certificate in Education) in terms of their perception of inclusive education.

3.Is there a significant difference between pre-service teachers’ gender (male and female) and programs (Bachelor’s Degree in Education and Nigerian Certificate in Education) in terms of their attitude toward inclusive education.





Literature review


Teachers’ knowledge of inclusive education

The effectiveness of inclusive educational practices depends on the knowledge and understanding teachers have of the processes involved (Osisanya et al., 2015). According to Baguisa and Ang-Manaig (2019), pre-service teachers are relatively unaware of inclusive education. The knowledge base of teachers has also been criticized in other studies. According to AlMahdi and Bukamal (2019), 17.4% of candidates for teaching jobs in the Bay District of the Philippines were unaware of inclusive education policies, while other candidates only had a moderate understanding of them. It is well-documented that teacher training on disabilities suffers from major shortcomings (Arias et al., 2013; Alnasser, 2020) because of false beliefs and prejudices that stigmatize pupils with disabilities. Inclusive processes that are carried out correctly are determined by the prevailing attitude of the community in which they occur (Pérez-Jorge, 2010; Suriá, 2012; Sorkos and Hajisoteriou, 2020). It has been reported that Nigerian teachers have limited knowledge of inclusive education (Timothy et al., 2014).

A study conducted by Wanjiru (2017) found that Kenyan teachers lacked knowledge of what was required to engage them in driving and reaching inclusion goals. Pre-service teachers may not fully grasp the concept of inclusive education, a practice designed to accommodate all learners irrespective of their differences in learning (Rouse, 2010; Dapudong, 2013; Wanjiru, 2017). In many pre-service teacher education programs, the introduction to inclusive education is the only subject related to inclusive education (Carroll et al., 2003). Studies have shown that introductory inclusive education courses can positively influence pre-service teachers’ attitudes and confidence (Campbell et al., 2003; Loreman and Earle, 2007; Sharma et al., 2008). Carroll et al. (2003) and Lancaster and Bain (2007) discovered that participation in short compulsory courses dealing with inclusive education increases discomfort, sympathy, uncertainty, fear, coping, and confidence levels.

The inability to establish inclusive schools has not been unexpected. Teachers with some experience and higher education in teaching students with disabilities and those with more training showed significantly more support for inclusive education, indicating that a lack of preparation contributes to resistance to this practice (Mngo and Mngo, 2018). Some experts have suggested that the success of inclusive education depends on the knowledge and skills of general education teachers and their attitudes and beliefs about including students with disabilities (Friend and Bursuck, 2006).



Teachers’ perceptions of inclusive education

The successful implementation of inclusive policies relies greatly on the willingness of the teachers to accept them (de Boer et al., 2011). Therefore, improving the deficiencies within the education system that negatively affect teachers’ perceptions of toward inclusive education needs to be assessed. Inclusion involves adapting the learning environment and curriculum to meet the needs of all students and ensuring that learners belong to a community (Cushner et al., 2012). In-service teachers’ perceptions of inclusive education have been debated and studied extensively (Magumise and Sefotho, 2020), however, only a limited number of studies have examined the views of pre-service teachers.

There is growing concern regarding teachers’ perceptions of inclusive education and their readiness to integrate learners with disabilities into the mainstream learning environment to teach them alongside their peers without special needs (Daane et al., 2000). According to Carpenter and Dyal (2001), inclusion is most effective when proactive principals create effective co-teaching models. The perceptions of general classroom teachers and special education teachers must be positive for collaboration to be effective. It is plausible that the quality of inclusion programs established in schools may suffer from both attitudinal and training factors leading to a lack of preparation for working with learning with disabilities (Kilanowski-Press et al., 2010). Cheng (2011) noted that despite teachers’ positive perceptions of inclusive education and support for such educational practices, previous studies have shown a negative attitude toward its implementation.

From the point of view of many teachers, there is a need to reassess the curriculum, teaching strategies, and classroom environment to successfully implement inclusive practices (Ghergut, 2010). This is because teachers perceive learners with emotional or behavioral disorders as more challenging than those with other disabilities (Chhabra et al., 2010). The perceptions of primary and high school teachers regarding inclusive education are often similar in many instances (Barco, 2007; Ross-Hill, 2009). Wiggins (2012) found an association between teachers’ perceptions of inclusion and the classroom setting.



Teachers’ attitude toward inclusive education

Solis et al. (2019) defined attitudes as beliefs and feelings based on knowledge that guides a person’s behavior, opinions, and feelings. The attitudes of teachers affect the quality of instruction provided to learners (López and Hinojosa, 2012; Esteban et al., 2017; Williams-Brown and Hodkinson, 2020). Therefore, Solis et al. (2019) asserts that attitudes can be modified, and that training is crucial to this process. It has been shown that training, especially regarding responses to diversity (Pérez-Jorge, 2010; Suriá, 2012; Pérez-Jorge et al., 2020), does not seek only to improve the educational response of students, but also to expand expectations around their abilities (Pérez-Jorge et al., 2020). In general, educators are hesitant to support inclusive education and admit students with special needs to general classes.

An inclusive education policy cannot be implemented effectively without a positive attitude from teachers (Shade and Stewart, 2001). Teachers’ acceptance of the policy of inclusion is likely to influence their commitment to implementing it (Bradshaw, 2003). In general, there is a significant correlation between the attitudes of teachers and the categories of teachers, with special-education teachers generally exhibiting more positive attitudes toward inclusive education (Engelbrecht et al., 2013; Hernandez et al., 2016). In addition, school administrators are more likely to be positive than teachers (Boyle et al., 2013), whereas secondary school teachers tend to be less positive than primary school teachers (Chiner and Cardona, 2013).

In their literature review, Avramidis and Norwich (2002) contended that more support and resources could improve the attitudes of teachers. It appears from this literature review that the views of the personnel who have the most responsibility for implementing the inclusive education policy—teachers—play an important role in its successful implementation. For the adoption of inclusive practices in schools to succeed, teachers’ beliefs and attitudes must be considered because their acceptance of the policy of inclusion is likely to affect their commitment to implementing it (Avramidis and Norwich, 2002). Evidence suggests that most teachers have negative attitudes toward students with disabilities and their inclusion in general education classrooms (Barco, 2007; Ross-Hill, 2009).




Methodology


Research design

This study used a cross-sectional survey research design. The procedure was considered appropriate because it served as a motive for participating in an ongoing debate and affirmation of factors responsible for teachers’ values and attitudes toward the inclusion of learners with special needs. The design would provide an opportunity to understand teachers’ perceptions and values regarding an inclusive educational learning environment. Two publicly funded institutions were selected for the study.



Participants

For the study, pre-service teachers from a publicly funded university and a college of education were selected. A publicly funded university was randomly selected from two public universities in Oyo State, Nigeria. Furthermore, one of the three publicly funded colleges of education was selected using a random sampling technique. All participants received academic instruction in English at their respective schools. Their willingness to participate in the study was also considered and only those who responded in the affirmative to the question on participation were included in the study during the first semester of the 2021/2022 academic session (Sedgwick, 2013).



Instrumentation

The pre-service teachers’ knowledge and perceptions of, and attitudes toward, inclusive education were measured using a self-designed questionnaire that was divided into three sections (α = 0.73, α = 0.81, and α = 0.79). There were four points on the Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, and 4 = strongly agree.

Eight items were on the five items on the knowledge subscale, perception subscale, and eight items on the attitude subscale. Perception subscale items included: It is detrimental for other students to have learners with disabilities in mainstream classrooms; Respecting the individual differences of all learners is essential for inclusion in Nigeria; Learners with special needs are more likely to succeed academically in inclusive classrooms; and Learners with disabilities are more likely to improve their social skills in mainstream classes. Items on the subscales included: I want inclusive education to address individual differences; Social justice will be promoted in schools through inclusive education; I feel that teaching about diversity and inclusive education is my professional responsibility; and All teachers should be responsible for implementing inclusive education.

Some of the items included in the attitude subscale are: Teaching special needs learners is rewarding; I am not familiar with the resources required for teaching talented academic learners; Learners with special needs will be marginalized in the inclusive learning environment; and I cannot teach in an inclusive school. Others were: I believe that inclusiveness would require teachers to work harder at their jobs; ’I think inclusion can work in all schools; and Learners who need specialized academic support should be removed from the class. Scores ranged from 27 to 45 on the perception subscale, 10 to 24 on the subscale, and 26 to 43 on the attitude subscale.



Data collection

We collected data from pre-service teachers from the faculty of education of a public university and a college of education in Nigeria. They responded to the questionnaire in English, having participated in a 6-month mandatory professional practice in teaching. Prior to participating in the study, participants were informed about the study’s purpose.




Ethical declarations

Informed consent was obtained by completing the form digitally by all participants after confirming an understanding of the study objectives. Profiles and responses were kept confidential.



Data analysis

The dependent variables were knowledge, perception, and attitudes, while gender (male vs. female) and program (Nigeria Certificate in Education vs. Degree) were the independent variables. Inferential statistics using the 3 × 2 factorial MANOVA were generated to determine the differences in participants’ knowledge and perceptions of, and attitudes toward, inclusive education vis-à-vis their gender and programs. A MANOVA was used to assess the differences in knowledge, perceptions, and attitudes based on gender regarding inclusive education in different pre-service teaching training programs in Nigeria. MANOVA assumptions included multivariate normality, homogeneity of variance, and the quality of variance errors of the independent variables across the dependent variables. The dimensions of the variables examined made MANOVA a suitable analysis method for the data collected in this study. Data containing one or more factors (each with more than one level) and two or more independent variables may be analyzed with this method (Grice and Iwasaki, 2007).



Results

Table 1 is presents the demographic data of study respondent. The numbers of pre-service teachers from the Certificate in Education and Bachelor’s degree in education who participated in the study were 54 and 77, respectively. Of the participants, 41.22% were engaged with the program of the college of education and 58.78% with that of the degree in education. Of the study participants from the college of education, 19 (35.20%) were male and 35 (64.80%) were female. Similarly, 32 (41.60%) male and 45 (58.40%) female pre-service teachers studying for Bachelor’s degree in Education completed the research instrument.


TABLE 1    Demographic characteristics of study participants.
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The results presented in Table 2 revealed that there was a statistically significant difference between the gender of pre-service teachers (male or female) and the programs (university or college of education) in terms of their knowledge and perceptions of, and attitudes toward, inclusive education: F(3, 125) = 0.941, ρ = 0.022; Pillai’s trace = 0.074; at 0.05 level of significance. Although Wilks’ lamda value is regarded as one of the most reported statistics (Pallant, 2011), Tabachnick and Fidell (2007) recommended Pillai’s trace value as stronger if the data had an unequal sample size. It was further revealed that the knowledge, perceptions, and attitudes of pre-service teachers was only statistically different in terms of program and not gender at: F(3, 125) = 4.536, ρ = 0.005; Pillai’s trace = 0.098 at 0.05 level of significance. Thus, to determine if the noticeable variance is peculiar to a certain program or across all dimensions of the dependent variables, univariate analysis was conducted as indicated in Table 3.


TABLE 2    Multivariate test.a
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TABLE 3    Tests of between-subjects effects.
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Table 3 shows the results for the dependent variables (knowledge, perception, and attitude) considered separately. The Bonferroni adjustment was used to reduce the risk of committing a Type 1 error, especially when numerous analyses are performed. A new alpha level of 0.017 can be calculated by dividing the original alpha level of 0.05 by 3 (number of dependent variables) (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2007; Pallant, 2011). After Bonferroni adjustment alpha of 0.017, based on gender: knowledge, F(1, 125) = 1.024, ρ = 0.313; perception, F(1, 125) = 0.073, ρ = 0.787; and attitude, F(1, 125) = 0.511, p = 0.476; were found non-statistically different between male and female pre-service teachers because all variables exceeded the new alpha level of 0.017. Hence, there was no statistically significant difference between male pre-service teachers and female pre-service teachers in terms of their knowledge and perceptions of, and attitudes toward, inclusive education.

Furthermore, using the adjustment alpha of 0.017, the result revealed that: participants knowledge, F(1, 125) = 13.326, ρ = 0.000; perception, F(1, 125) = 2.713, ρ = 0.102; and attitude, F(1, 125) = 0.511, p = 0.476. The results showed that pre-service teachers’ perceptions and attitudes were non-statistically different significantly, based on programs (university and colleges of education) because the two variables exceeded the new alpha level of 0.017. Thus, it implied that regarding the perceptions and attitudes of the pre-service there was no statistically significant difference between male pre-service teachers and female pre-service teachers in terms of their knowledge and perceptions of, and attitudes toward, inclusive education. The results, however, showed that pre-service teachers’ knowledge of inclusive education varied significantly between the programs.

Table 4 revealed that a significant difference did exist between the college of education and faculty of education pre-service teachers’ knowledge of inclusive education: t(129) = 4.07, ρ = 0.000. Since the calculated significance (0.000) was less than the critical alpha level of significance (0.05), the implication is that the college of education and faculty of education pre-service teachers were statistically and significantly different in their knowledge of inclusive education. Therefore, it implied that pre-service teachers from the college of education program had better knowledge of inclusive education than their counterparts in the faculty of education at the university.


TABLE 4    Comparison of pre-service teachers’ knowledge of inclusive education between programs (college of education and faculty of education).
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Furthermore, slopes were plotted to determine if the gender (male or female) and program (college of education and university) of participants were significant predictors of the dependent variables and clarified their relationships. The graphs presented in Figure 1 show linear slopes, but Figures 2, 3 depict non-linear slopes. According to the findings, pre-service teachers’ perceptions and attitudes differed between genders and programs. Figure 1 shows no interaction between the college of education and university programs of participants and their gender. However, the college of education programs allowed pre-service teachers to gain a deeper understanding of inclusive education than those in the faculty of education at the university. Figures 2, 3 demonstrate the interaction between participants’ gender and programs. There was a high-level of interaction between gender and the program in Figure 2, and how participants perceived inclusive education. However, participants in the college of education program had a higher perception of inclusive education than those in the university program. Figure 3 shows a lower interaction between the independent variables (gender and program) and perceptions of inclusive education among participants. Pre-service teachers in the college of education program were more optimistic about inclusive education than their university counterparts.
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FIGURE 1
Estimated marginal means interaction between gender and programs on pre-service teacher knowledge about inclusive education.



[image: image]

FIGURE 2
Estimated marginal means interaction between gender and programs on pre-service teacher perception about inclusive education.
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FIGURE 3
Estimated marginal means interaction between gender and programs on pre-service teacher attitudes about inclusive education.




Discussion

This study aimed to explore pre-service teachers’ knowledge and perceptions of, and attitudes toward, inclusive education. No significant difference was found based on the comparison of pre-service teachers’ gender with knowledge of inclusive education. However, pre-service teachers from the college of education had better knowledge of inclusive education. This suggests that teachers from the college of education are more likely than their counterparts from the faculty of education at the university to embrace inclusive education and make meaningful contributions to inclusive education and equality. In line with these findings, Ministry of Education (2015) indicated that a lack of knowledge about the universal right to primary education and inadequacies in school management and teaching excluded many children from all education and poor-quality education.

The poor implementation of inclusive education in Nigeria may be due to limited knowledge regarding inclusive education. To yield good performance in schools, Rouse (2010) contends we must address the perceived lack of knowledge among pre-service and in-service teachers about managing learners in inclusive education classrooms. However, program type was found to have a significant relationship with pre-service teacher knowledge of inclusive education. Lambe and Bones (2006) concur that pre-service training is the best time to foster favorable attitudes and build confidence in the teaching profession. Pre-service teachers need adequate training to enhance their knowledge of inclusive education. In addition, Majoko and Phasha (2018) found that universities did not teach pre-service teachers about inclusive education.

The findings of this study are consistent with those of Wanjiru (2017), who posited that teachers perceived that their knowledge and skills were insufficient to teach learners with disabilities effectively in inclusive learning situations. They expressed concern that this would negatively affect learners’ academic performance. According to the present findings, pre-service teachers from the college of education were more inclined to perceive inclusive education positively than respondents from the faculty of education at a university. In addition, there was a significant interaction between gender and perception of inclusive education. Female pre-service teachers at the college of education rated inclusive education more positively than their counterparts at the faculty of education. Cheng (2011), who also found positive teacher perceptions of inclusive education, concurred with this finding.

Despite being ready to teach students with disabilities, participants in the study of Mayat and Amosun (2011) worried about how they would cope with rigorous academic activities in the lecture rooms of an engineering faculty. The results showed that pre-service teachers from the faculty of education had poor perceptions of inclusive education and were less likely to make adequate educational provisions for students with disabilities when compared to pre-service teachers from the college of education. Teachers perceived students with emotional or behavioral disorders as more challenging to teach than children with other disabilities (Chhabra et al., 2010). Although the pathological medical model continued to dominate the educational activity in many schools, mainstream teachers believed children who were labeled “different” were not their responsibility (Angelides et al., 2006). Teachers’ previous experiences with special education children also significantly influenced their attitudes.

People who frequently interact with people with disabilities have a more positive attitude toward inclusion than those with little contact (Forlin et al., 1999). In the opinion of many teachers, successful implementation of inclusive practices should be based on a thorough review of the curriculum and strategies used with children with special needs (Ghergut, 2010). The findings did not show that pre-service teaching training with structured fieldwork experience fostered favorable changes in attitudes toward inclusive education. The content and pedagogy of the course can explain a portion of the change in participants’ attitudes regarding inclusive education, especially in the cognitive subscale that measures pre-service teachers’ ideas, thoughts, beliefs, or opinions about it. There is an assumption that a focus on the needs of children with different disabilities may prepare prospective teachers to teach students with similar disabilities (Sharma et al., 2008). However, these findings contradict previous studies (Johnson and Howell, 2009; Taylor and Ringlaben, 2012; Killoran et al., 2014) which suggested that information-based courses at universities might influence pre-service teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion.



Conclusion

Some implications arise from this finding. As a first step, courses need to expose pre-service teachers to various educational settings to prepare them for an inclusive classroom. It is also necessary to include topics addressing inclusive education into course structures to allow for content exploration, the development of strategic knowledge and skills, and closer exposure to critical resources. Inclusive education can be implemented effectively only if the curriculum and resources are adequate. Developing a curriculum for pre-service teachers can be influenced by the findings of this study. Pre-service education programs should include a sound theoretical component and a practical component where students would be able to interact meaningfully with people with disabilities.

Moreover, institutions saddled with the responsibility of training pre-service teachers should scale up the content of their curricula so that trainee teachers have a clear understanding of the nuances of inclusive education and what is feasible in a real inclusive classroom environment. Expanding curricula for the pre-service teacher training program is essential for developing just and egalitarian societies. In addition, it would help to ensure that children with disabilities are not stereotyped based on the segregation of their educational facilities. Training activities should be incorporated into the curricula to ensure that pre-service teachers are adequately prepared to teach learners with disabilities. For inclusive education to be successful, pre-service teachers must be guided in modeling the pedagogy required.

The study was limited to pre-service teachers who had participated in the practical aspects of teacher training in Nigeria. Comparative cross-national studies should be conducted to examine pre-service teachers’ knowledge, attitudes, and perceptions in all regions of Africa. Using more comprehensive research instruments to assess demographic variables and not necessarily gender would be beneficial.
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