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Introduction: Inclusive education requires not only systemic change but also direct attention to the classroom experiences of minority students. This study investigates how instructional and emotional support from teachers influence minority students’ perceptions of inclusivity and their academic and emotional engagement.

Methods: A mixed-methods approach was employed, involving survey responses from 305 minority students and participant observations across multiple educational settings. Quantitative data were analyzed to identify correlations, while qualitative observations provided contextual depth.

Results: Approximately 7% of students reported receiving little to no instructional or emotional support from teachers. Quantitative analysis revealed significant positive correlations between the level of perceived support and students’ academic engagement and emotional well-being. Observational data reinforced these findings by highlighting inconsistencies in inclusive practices across classrooms.

Discussion: The findings underscore the critical role of both emotional and instructional support in fostering inclusive learning environments. The study advocates for a redefinition of inclusive education that explicitly integrates these support dimensions. It further recommends targeted teacher training and systemic policy interventions to bridge identified gaps and promote equitable learning outcomes for minority students.
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Background and rationale

Inclusive education has garnered growing attention as educational systems across the globe grapple with increasing cultural, linguistic, and ethnic diversity in schools. In Norway and other multicultural societies, inclusive education is both a pedagogical approach and a social imperative, aiming to ensure equitable learning opportunities for all students, including those from minority and migrant backgrounds (Kjos et al., 2021; OECD, 2019). Successful implementation of inclusive education depends on several interrelated dimensions, such as emotional and instructional support, adaptive teaching strategies, differentiated instruction, peer-assisted learning, and cooperative pedagogies (Alves et al., 2020; Florian and Black-Hawkins, 2011; Kuyini et al., 2018).

Central to inclusive teaching is the teacher’s role not only as an instructional guide but also as a cultural mediator and emotional anchor for students navigating unfamiliar educational landscapes. Research highlights that teachers’ cultural competence, attitudes toward diversity, and responsiveness to students’ socio-emotional needs are essential in promoting engagement, academic success, and psychosocial well-being (Gay, 2018; Sharma and Loreman, 2020).

In this study, minority students are defined as those with non-Norwegian ethnic or linguistic backgrounds, many of whom come from migrant, refugee, or second-generation immigrant families. These students often speak languages other than Norwegian at home, and their cultural values, migration histories, and social positioning influence how they experience schooling (Bakken, 2019; Vedøy and Møller, 2021). Educational inequalities persist despite inclusive policies, as minority students frequently encounter barriers related to language acquisition, cultural dissonance, and implicit bias in teacher expectations (Bakken and Hyggen, 2023; Lødding, 2015).

The lived experiences of these students remain underexplored in the Norwegian context, particularly regarding how they perceive inclusive practices and the extent to which teachers provide emotional and instructional support. While previous research has addressed inclusion in general terms, relatively few studies have incorporated minority students’ voices to reflect the complexity of their experiences within mainstream educational institutions (Klepp and Dobson, 2020; Nortvedt et al., 2022).

This study is grounded in Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory, which underscores the importance of social interaction, cultural tools, and language in shaping learning. According to this perspective, effective pedagogy must be embedded within students’ cultural and linguistic realities. Emotional support such as affirming student identity and fostering belonging is equally crucial in empowering minority students to navigate academic challenges (Hammond, 2015; van den Bos et al., 2021).

Teachers’ instructional practices must be sensitive not only to linguistic diversity but also to broader socio-cultural differences that shape student engagement and motivation. When inclusive education aligns with students’ lived realities by validating their identities, respecting their heritage languages, and adapting pedagogies to their learning needs—it becomes a transformative force in promoting equity and inclusion (Arnesen et al., 2022; Florian and Spratt, 2013).

By focusing on students’ perceptions, this study aims to advance understanding of how inclusive education is enacted and experienced from the ground up. It interrogates the role of teachers in shaping equitable learning environments and seeks to contribute to a more nuanced and culturally responsive discourse on inclusive education in multicultural societies.

In view of the above this research explores the following research questions:

	1. How do minority students perceive inclusive education?

	2. What are minority students’ views on the instructional and emotional support provided by their teachers to enhance learning?




Inclusive education and teacher support

Inclusive education is a globally recognized educational approach that ensures all students, irrespective of their backgrounds, abilities, or disabilities, learn together in the same environment. It aims to eliminate barriers to participation, providing equitable access to quality education. The implementation of inclusive education varies across countries, with teachers adapting curricular goals, modifying content, employing multi-level teaching strategies, and utilizing cooperative learning. However, these strategies are applied within policy frameworks that may be either explicit or ambiguous (Næss et al., 2024; Kuyini et al., 2018; Andersen and Thomsen, 2018). In Norway, inclusive education is a core principle, with an emphasis on integrating students with special educational needs (SEN) into mainstream classrooms. Teachers are trained to accommodate diverse learning styles, fostering an inclusive and accepting educational environment. However, challenges persist in differentiating instruction to meet student diversity, requiring close collaboration among educators to ensure equitable learning opportunities and a sense of belonging (Sigstad et al., 2021). Despite a strong political commitment to inclusive education, Norway lacks a standardized definition of inclusion and has limited insights into the efficacy of its commonly implemented inclusive practices for SEN students (Næss et al., 2024). Research indicates that many SEN and minority students are often placed in segregated settings and are taught by educators who may not possess the necessary expertise, paradoxically as a form of support (Næss et al., 2024).

The recognition of inclusive education as a fundamental right has been reinforced through international policy frameworks such as the Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994), which has promoted inclusive education across various national contexts. Norway, committed to principles of equity and social justice, has aligned its educational policies with these international directives, particularly in relation to marginalized and minority students (Haug, 2017a; Haug, 2017b). This approach corresponds with UNESCO’s broader vision of creating adaptive and welcoming educational settings (Ainscow, 2007). Within this framework, several competencies and strategies have been identified as crucial for effective implementation, including differentiated instruction (Tomlinson, 2014), culturally responsive teaching (Gay, 2018), the Universal Design for Learning (UDL) framework (CAST, 2018), collaborative teaching (Friend and Cook, 2016), and social–emotional learning (SEL) competencies such as emotional support, classroom management, and instructional support (CASEL, 2020; Kuyini et al., 2018; Pianta et al., 2008), mostly from teachers point of view with less emphasis or focus on students` views.

The perceptions of minority students regarding inclusive education are significantly influenced by the instructional and emotional support provided by teachers. Studies highlight the positive correlation between teachers’ self-efficacy, attitudes toward inclusion, and the emotional support they offer to students. Research by Mudhar et al. (2024) indicates that teachers with high self-efficacy and a positive disposition toward inclusive education provide greater emotional support, leading to improved student outcomes. Similarly, Uli and Kurniawati (2019) found that teachers’ supportive attitudes contribute to enhanced social skills among SEN students. Furthermore, Hogekamp et al. (2016) emphasize that students’ perceptions of teacher emotional support play a crucial role in their social inclusion and academic development. Collectively, these studies underscore the importance of teacher support in fostering an inclusive learning environment that benefits minority students.

Norway has witnessed increasing student diversity due to immigration, which has introduced challenges related to language barriers, cultural differences, and discrimination, all of which can negatively impact minority students’ academic performance and overall well-being (Bakken, 2019). Despite the Norwegian educational system’s strong emphasis on equality and fairness, research suggests that minority students often perceive a lack of inclusivity in both curriculum content and classroom practices (Lødding, 2015). The effectiveness of inclusive education for minority students in Norway is largely dependent on the instructional and emotional support provided by teachers. Effective educators do not merely deliver subject matter knowledge; they also create emotionally supportive environments that foster a sense of belonging, safety, and respect (Vogt et al., 2019). Studies indicate that minority students who receive substantial emotional support from teachers are more engaged in classroom activities and achieve higher academic performance (Bakken and Elstad, 2012).

Teachers play an essential role in the successful implementation of inclusive education in their effort to support students. Instructional support involves guiding students through the learning process by scaffolding their understanding and providing meaningful feedback to enhance academic performance (Hamre and Pianta, 2006). For example, language modeling which refers to the explicit demonstration of academic language use, vocabulary, grammar, and discourse structures by teachers. It enables students especially English Language Learners (ELLs) or emergent bilinguals to acquire the linguistic tools needed to engage with academic content across subjects (Gibbons, 2015). Emotional support, in contrast, entails fostering a respectful and emotionally secure classroom environment that meets students’ psychological needs. These two dimensions of teacher support significantly influence students’ socio-emotional well-being and academic success (Pianta et al., 2008). In inclusive settings, instructional support is demonstrated through clear explanations, feedback, and scaffolding to enhance comprehension and skill development (Federici and Skaalvik, 2014). Teachers’ emotional support is characterized by warmth, respect, and empathy, ensuring that students feel valued and understood. These aspects can be measured through structured observations and student perception surveys, which assess teacher sensitivity and responsiveness (Hamre et al., 2013).



Norwegian context

While many educators in Norway express strong support for inclusive education in principle, they often lack the necessary training to address the specific needs of minority students, particularly in areas such as language acquisition and cultural adaptation (Haugen, 2017). Additionally, a disconnect exists between policy and practice, as schools frequently struggle to provide adequate support for minority students due to resource constraints and inconsistent teacher competencies (Andersen and Thomsen, 2018). Although Norwegian policies advocate inclusivity, practical challenges persist in fully realizing these ideals.

The perception of teacher support significantly shapes minority students’ academic experiences. For those grappling with language barriers or feelings of exclusion, instructional and emotional support can profoundly impact their engagement and learning outcomes (Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2014). Norwegian minority students report varied experiences with teacher support. While some express concerns that their cultural backgrounds are overlooked and that instructional support is insufficient to address their specific learning needs (Lødding, 2015), others highlight positive interactions with teachers who demonstrate cultural awareness and adapt their teaching methods accordingly (Bakken, 2019). The link between teacher support and minority students’ academic performance is well-documented. Bakken and Elstad (2012) found that minority students who perceive high levels of emotional and instructional support exhibit greater motivation and improved academic outcomes. Conversely, inadequate support can exacerbate feelings of isolation and underachievement (Haugen, 2017). These findings emphasize the need for more targeted teacher training and systemic teaching practices as well as support mechanisms to ensure that inclusive education effectively meets the needs of minority students in Norway.



Theoretical framework

This study explores the influence of social and cultural contexts on learning by employing a sociocultural framework, drawing primarily on the theories of Vygotsky and Bronfenbrenner. These frameworks emphasize the interconnected roles of individual, social, and environmental factors in shaping educational experiences, particularly for minority students. Understanding how these contexts interact is crucial for fostering inclusive learning environments and supporting diverse learners effectively (Nasir et al., 2020; Rogoff, 2016).

Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory serves as a central lens through which the role of social interaction in cognitive development is examined. Learning, in this perspective, is not an isolated process but is mediated by interaction with more knowledgeable others, including teachers, peers, and family members. These social interactions are vital in scaffolding students’ development of higher mental functions, making the social environment a critical factor in academic success (Vygotsky, 1978; Daniels, 2022).

A key concept within Vygotsky’s theory is the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), which refers to the gap between what a learner can do independently and what they can accomplish with guidance. For minority students adapting to new cultural and linguistic environments, the ZPD highlights the value of personalized support. Instructional scaffolding tailored to cultural and language needs has been shown to improve engagement and learning outcomes (Hammond, 2015; García and Kleifgen, 2018).

Teachers, therefore, play a pivotal role as mediators in students’ learning journeys. Through culturally responsive teaching practices, they help bridge gaps in comprehension and access to curriculum. In Norway, where increasing cultural diversity has challenged monolingual educational traditions, culturally responsive pedagogy has been emphasized as a necessary strategy for inclusion (Andersen and Kulbrandstad, 2022; Hilt, 2017). Emotional and instructional support from educators can mitigate the effects of exclusion and foster a sense of belonging.

To expand the scope beyond the classroom, Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory provides a broader framework for understanding the developmental environments of minority students. This theory emphasizes the importance of nested systems—from immediate contexts like home and school to larger societal structures that collectively influence development (Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006; Tudge et al., 2016). This systems perspective underscores the complexity of inclusive education efforts.

Within the microsystem, the relationship between teachers and students is especially impactful. Research has shown that supportive teacher-student interactions significantly enhance academic motivation and emotional security, particularly among culturally diverse students (Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2019; Reyes et al., 2021). A positive classroom climate grounded in trust and mutual respect is foundational to achieving inclusive educational outcomes.

At the macrosystem level, societal values and national educational policies further influence students’ experiences. In Norway, inclusive education is officially supported through policy, yet disparities persist in how these ideals are realized at the classroom level. Studies reveal a disconnect between inclusive policy frameworks and teachers’ preparedness to address the needs of minority learners, pointing to systemic barriers (Haug, 2017a; Haug, 2017b; Lødding and Aamodt, 2015).

Vygotsky’s theory emphasizes that scaffolding should be responsive to the learner’s background and abilities, allowing them to navigate academic content with support. This dynamic process fosters cognitive development and bridges linguistic and cultural gaps, especially when implemented with an understanding of students’ social worlds (Hammond, 2015). Bronfenbrenner’s theory, meanwhile, contextualizes these instructional relationships within broader institutional, political, and societal influences that shape everyday learning (Tudge et al., 2016).

Combining the insights of Vygotsky and Bronfenbrenner offers a more holistic lens for analyzing educational inclusion. While Vygotsky focuses on how interpersonal interactions foster learning, Bronfenbrenner highlights how these interactions are embedded in institutional structures and cultural norms. Together, they reveal how micro-level interventions and macro-level reforms must work in tandem to remove barriers to equitable education (Nasir et al., 2020).

In conclusion, learning is deeply embedded in social, cultural, and environmental contexts. Effective inclusion depends on both immediate classroom practices and the larger systemic structures that support or hinder them. The combined theoretical insights of Vygotsky and Bronfenbrenner offer educators and policymakers a comprehensive approach to fostering environments that support the academic success and emotional well-being of all learners, especially those from minority backgrounds (Rogoff, 2016; García and Kleifgen, 2018).




Materials and methods


Research design

This study employed a mixed-methods design to explore minority students’ perceptions of inclusive education, with particular attention to the emotional and instructional support provided by teachers. The integration of quantitative and qualitative methods allowed for both breadth and depth of understanding, enhancing the validity and contextual richness of the findings (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2018). Quantitative data were collected through structured surveys to capture self-reported student experiences, while qualitative data were derived from systematic classroom observations, enabling the triangulation of reported perceptions with observed pedagogical practices.



Participants and sampling strategy

The study sample consisted of 305 minority students drawn from five secondary schools and two universities located in Oslo and Akershus, Norway. A stratified random sampling technique was employed to ensure representation across key demographic variables, including educational level, gender, age, ethnicity, and socioeconomic background. Eligibility required participants to have resided in Norway for at least 2 years, ensuring sufficient exposure to the Norwegian educational system and avoiding confounding results related to recent migration.

Of the 305 participants, 100 students (32.8%) were from lower secondary schools, 120 (39.3%) from upper secondary schools, and 85 (27.9%) from universities. The gender distribution included 180 females (59%) and 125 males (41%). In terms of age, 210 students (68.9%) were between 16 and 24 years old, 70 students (23.0%) were aged 25 to 33, and 15 students (4.9%) were 34 or older. The final sample size exceeded the minimum threshold identified by an a priori power analysis for detecting medium effect sizes (Cohen’s d = 0.5) at α = 0.05 and a statistical power of 0.80 (Faul et al., 2009). This ensured robust inferential analyses and enabled subgroup comparisons across educational levels and demographic categories.

Participant recruitment was facilitated through school and university administrators, who distributed invitations and consent forms. Surveys were made available in both digital and paper-based formats to maximize accessibility and account for varying levels of digital literacy and access. Participation was entirely voluntary, with students provided the opportunity to opt out at any time without penalty.



Instrumentation

Two original survey instruments were developed to assess students’ experiences: the Students’ Perceptions of Inclusive School Practices (SPISP) and the Students’ Perceptions of Instructional and Emotional Support (SPIES). Each instrument contained 15 items rated on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). The SPISP scale measured dimensions of inclusive education such as differentiated instruction, curriculum adaptation, cooperative learning, and peer collaboration, grounded in literature on inclusive pedagogical frameworks (Florian and Black-Hawkins, 2011). The SPIES scale assessed the emotional climate of classrooms and the extent of instructional responsiveness shown by teachers, in alignment with frameworks emphasizing teacher support as a critical factor in minority student engagement and academic resilience (Roorda et al., 2011; Gay, 2018).

Instrument development was informed by existing validated measures, including those by Joshi A. et al. (2015) and Joshi M. et al. (2015) and recent findings in the literature on culturally responsive pedagogy. Sample items included “Teachers adapt curricular goals to meet student needs” and “Teachers use positive behavior strategies to encourage learning.” Prior to full implementation, a pilot study involving 30 minority students was conducted to evaluate item clarity, face validity, and internal consistency. Results indicated high reliability for both instruments, with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of 0.86 for the SPISP and 0.81 for the SPIES.



Observational procedures

To supplement and contextualize survey findings, structured classroom observations were conducted using two researcher-developed tools: the Inclusive School Practices Checklist and the Instructional and Emotional Support Checklist. Both protocols were developed in alignment with international best practices for inclusive and emotionally supportive pedagogy (Schuelka et al., 2019; OECD, 2021). Observations took place across 10 classrooms in secondary schools and spanned five core subject areas: Norwegian, English, Mathematics, Science, and Social Studies. Each subject was observed twice to ensure variability and reduce observer bias.

Observation criteria included teacher-student interactions, evidence of differentiated instruction, classroom climate, and levels of student engagement. The observers—trained researchers with expertise in inclusive education—employed standardized rubrics and engaged in calibration exercises to maintain inter-rater reliability.



Data collection and analysis

Data collection occurred over a six-week period during the academic year. Survey data were entered into SPSS (Version 28) for analysis. Descriptive statistics were used to profile the demographic characteristics of the sample and to summarize students’ perceptions of inclusion and support. Inferential statistics, including independent samples t-tests and one-way ANOVAs, were conducted to identify statistically significant differences across demographic groups. Multiple regression analyses further explored the predictive relationships between instructional/emotional support and students’ perceived inclusion, controlling for relevant background variables.

For Research Question 1, descriptive statistics were used to provide an overarching view of students’ experiences across school types and demographic categories. To address Research Question 2, t-tests and ANOVA were applied to examine differences in the overall scores of the SPISP and SPIES instruments based on school level, gender, and age. Each observed teacher was also scored on key variables associated with inclusive and emotionally supportive practices, allowing for triangulated analysis of observed and reported data.

Qualitative observational data were analyzed using thematic analysis with an inductive coding approach (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Observed patterns in teacher behavior, classroom engagement, and student-teacher relationships were coded and categorized. Emergent themes were then cross-referenced with survey data to deepen interpretation and ensure consistency across data sources.



Ethical considerations

The study was conducted in accordance with established ethical principles governing research with human participants, including respect for autonomy, voluntary participation, informed consent, and the safeguarding of confidentiality. As the study involved non-sensitive topics and exclusively anonymized data, formal approval from a research ethics committee was not mandated under Norwegian regulations. Nonetheless, institutional permissions were obtained from all participating educational institutions. Participants were provided with comprehensive information sheets detailing the study’s aims, procedures, and their right to withdraw without consequence. No identifiable data were collected; responses were anonymized upon entry. All participants, including those aged 16, gave informed, autonomous consent.




Results


Instructional and emotional support in inclusive education

Observational data closely aligned with students’ questionnaire responses, affirming a consistent perception of instructional and emotional support in inclusive classroom settings. Minority students reported generally positive experiences, particularly in terms of engagement, curriculum adaptation, and emotional climate.



Instructional support in inclusive education

Descriptive statistics from the Student Perceptions of Inclusive School Practices (SPISP) instrument (Table 1) indicated high mean scores in areas reflecting differentiated instruction and classroom inclusion. The highest-rated practices were: Involvement in all class activities (M = 4.32, SD = 0.88), Adaptation of curricular goals to meet diverse learning needs (M = 4.23, SD = 0.76), Modification of learning content (M = 4.22, SD = 0.82), Planning lessons to accommodate different learning styles (M = 4.20, SD = 0.87) and use of peer tutoring strategies (M = 4.17, SD = 0.79). These responses suggest that students perceive teachers as actively working to create accessible and responsive learning environments. However, moderate ratings were observed for cooperative learning, collaborative teaching, and multi-level strategies, suggesting these inclusive instructional practices are applied inconsistently. The lowest rating was given to the presence of an Inclusion Planning and Management team (M = 2.91, SD = 0.78), indicating limited institutional infrastructure to support systematic inclusion.


TABLE 1 Descriptive results: means and standard deviations of responses on (SPISP).


	Item
	N
	Mean
	Std. Deviation

 

 	1 Involvement in all class activities 	305 	4.32 	0.881


 	2 Teachers` adaptation of curricular goals to meet the learning needs of students. 	305 	4.23 	0.756


 	3 Teachers modify learning content to meet our needs in the class 	305 	4.22 	0.823


 	4 Teachers plan lesson to accommodate different learning styles 	305 	4.20 	0.874


 	5 Using assessment information to plan lessons for students. 	305 	4.18 	0.784


 	6 Use of peer tutoring strategies 	305 	4.17 	0.788


 	7 Adapting curricular materials for all students in the class. 	305 	4.11 	0.775


 	8 Use of cooperative learning strategies 	305 	4.08 	0.817


 	9 Teachers use positive behavior strategies 	305 	4.06 	0.793


 	10 Use of collaborative teaching strategies 	305 	3.43 	0.841


 	11 Teachers use behavior management strategies 	305 	3.32 	0.812


 	12 Teachers use effective questioning strategies 	305 	3.29 	0.891


 	13 Use of multi-level teaching strategies 	305 	3.13 	0.828


 	14 There is school inclusion policy 	305 	3.01 	0.837


 	15 There is inclusion planning & management team in the school 	305 	2.91 	0.781


 	Valid N (listwise) 	305 	 	




 



Emotional support and classroom climate

Responses from the Student Perceptions of Instructional and Emotional Support (SPIES) tool (Table 2) underscored the central role of emotional support in fostering inclusive learning environments. Students reported particularly high levels of agreement with statements related to encouraging peer support (M = 4.93, SD = 0.29), building positive teacher-student relationships (M = 4.77, SD = 0.45), establishing a positive classroom climate (M = 4.68, SD = 0.85), and providing a warm and supportive environment (M = 4.44, SD = 0.52). These quantitative findings were reinforced by classroom observations, which revealed that teachers frequently promoted collaboration, exhibited attentiveness to student needs, and cultivated respectful interactions. Such practices were consistently evident across observed classrooms and appeared foundational in shaping emotionally supportive and inclusive educational experiences for minority students.


TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics on (SPIES).


	Item
	N
	Mean
	Std. Deviation

 

 	1 Warmth and supportive environment 	305 	4.44 	0.515


 	2 Building positive relationships 	305 	4.77 	0.451


 	3 Encouraging peer support 	305 	4.93 	0.292


 	4 Positive climate 	305 	4.68 	0.847


 	5 Quality feedback 	305 	3.10 	0.404


 	6 Instructional dialogues 	305 	3.36 	0.733


 	7 language modeling 	305 	2.67 	0.574


 	8 Differentiated instruction 	305 	3.83 	0.474


 	9 Teacher availability for student support 	305 	3.32 	0.470


 	10 Comfort and reassurance provided to students 	305 	2.56 	0.745


 	11 Responding appropriately to student signals 	305 	2.74 	0.540


 	12 Use of scaffolding strategies 	305 	3.08 	0.649


 	13 Encouraging student autonomy 	305 	4.05 	0.677


 	14 Use of collaborative learning 	305 	3.98 	0.928


 	Valid N (listwise) 	305 	 	




 

However, while emotional climate indicators were strong, several instructional components that intersect with emotional support received only moderate ratings. Students indicated less frequent experiences with receiving quality feedback (M = 3.03, SD = 0.82), engaging in instructional dialogues (M = 3.36, SD = 0.73), perceiving teacher availability (M = 3.32, SD = 0.47), and benefiting from scaffolding strategies (M = 3.08, SD = 0.65). The lowest-rated item was related to language modeling (M = 2.67, SD = 0.57), revealing a critical gap in the instructional support of multilingual learners. Observational data corroborated these findings, showing that explicit scaffolding of academic language and individualized linguistic feedback were inconsistently implemented. This disconnect points to a broader issue in teacher preparedness, emphasizing the need for professional development in differentiated instruction and linguistically responsive pedagogy to ensure that instructional practices are aligned with the emotional and academic needs of diverse learners.



Student perceptions of impact

When directly asked about their experiences with instructional and emotional support, a substantial majority of students—93.4% (n = 285)—affirmed that they had received such support (see Table 3). This high level of reported support underscores the pervasiveness of these practices within the participating schools and universities. Furthermore, students’ perceptions of the effectiveness of this support were overwhelmingly positive. Over half of the respondents, 55.7% (n = 170), reported that the support had a good effect on their learning, while 38.3% (n = 117) described the effect as very good. Only a small minority, 6% (n = 18), indicated that the support had little effect (see Table 4).


TABLE 3 Students’ perceptions of instructional and emotional support from teachers.


	Response
	Frequency
	Percent

 

 	No 	20 	6.6


 	Yes 	285 	93.4


 	Total 	305 	100




 


TABLE 4 Overall effects on students learning.


	Response
	Frequency
	Percent

 

 	Little effect 	18 	6.0


 	Good effect 	170 	55.7


 	Very good effect 	117 	38.3


 	Total 	305 	100




 

These findings suggest that not only is instructional and emotional support widely implemented, but it is also perceived by students as having a meaningful and beneficial impact on their educational experiences. The predominance of positive evaluations reinforces the critical role such support plays in promoting student engagement, academic confidence, and well-being. Importantly, these results also align with existing literature emphasizing that students’ perceptions of teacher support are closely linked to improved academic motivation and inclusive learning outcomes (Roorda et al., 2011; Wang and Eccles, 2012). Consequently, sustaining and enhancing these support structures is vital to fostering equitable and inclusive educational environments, particularly for minority students navigating complex sociocultural contexts.

The overall scores for all participants on the three themes was also calculated regarding the effects of the three themes of inclusion, instructional and emotional support on their learning. The analysis showed that most of the participants 170 (55.7%) viewed the three themes to have good effect on their learning followed by those who found inclusion, instructional and emotional support to have very good effect on their learning n = 117 (38.3%) while the rest n = 18 (6.0%) rated as having little effect (see Table 4).


Instructional and emotional support and (SPISP) scale scores

The analysis revealed that instructional support and inclusion had a significant influence on the Use of peer tutoring strategies/scaffolding (p = 0.04) (see Table 5). Peer tutoring fosters a sense of community and cooperation among students, which can help break down social barriers. All the other items on SPISP showed no significant differences with institutional support (see Table 5).


TABLE 5 T-test for instructional support and SPISP scale scores.


	
	
	N
	Mean
	Std. Deviation
	Sig

 

 	Use of peer tutoring strategies and scaffolding 	Yes 	123 	4.35 	0.574 	0.044


 	No 	182 	4.03 	0.781 	




 



School type: ANOVA with scale items scores

The One-way Between Groups ANOVA for individual items in relation to school types shows that there are significant differences regarding students in lower secondary, upper secondary and universities. Minority students with high emotional and instructional support from their teachers are those in lower secondary schools followed by upper secondary school students. Minority students in the universities score least on instructional and emotional support at the p = 0.05 level (see Table 5). These significant differences relate to the following items: Use of cooperative learning strategies (p = 0.02), Use of peer tutoring strategies (p = 0.01), Use of Multi-Level teaching strategies (p = 0.04), Teachers` Adaptation of curricular goals to meet the learning needs of students (p = 0.01) (see Table 6).


TABLE 6 ANOVA summary for SPISP scale item scores.


	
	Sum of squares
	Df
	Mean square
	F
	Sig.
	Eta Sq.

 

 	10 Cooperative learning strategies 	Between groups 	4.865 	4 	1.822 	3.618 	0.022 	0.084


 	Within groups 	62.665 	211 	0.574 	 	 	


 	Total 	67.530 	214 	 	 	 	


 	6 Peer tutoring strategies 	Between groups 	7.122 	4 	2.641 	3.885 	0.013 	0.086


 	Within groups 	75.008 	211 	0.786 	 	 	


 	Total 	81.130 	214 	 	 	 	


 	13 Multi-level teaching strategies 	Between groups 	6.565 	3 	1.755 	2.786 	0.038 	0.072


 	Within groups 	81.357 	211 	0.743 	 	 	


 	Total 	86.922 	214 	 	 	 	


 	2 Teachers` adaptation of curricular goals to meet the learning needs of students. 	Between groups 	7.097 	4 	2.831 	3.974 	0.010 	0.097


 	Within groups 	66.946 	211 	0.514 	 	 	


 	Total 	73.043 	214 	 	 	 	





* The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level.
 



Emotional support and SPISP scale scores

The analysis revealed that emotional support had a significant influence on secondary school students (p = 0.04). The effect size is small (0.048). Students in secondary schools considered emotional support useful in enhancing their learning (see Table 7).


TABLE 7 T-test for emotional and SPISP scale scores.


	
	
	N
	Mean
	Std. Deviation
	Sig

 

 	Building positive relationships 	Yes 	134 	4.53 	0.695 	0.041


 	No 	171 	4.08 	0.832 	




 



Variables of age, gender and school type

The t-tests conducted for background variables revealed that gender, age group and school type attended influenced students instructional and emotional support of their teachers about inclusion on some specific items.

Gender influenced instructional and emotional support for inclusion relating to Building positive relationships at p = 0.05 level. Female students were more supported than males. Again, lower secondary school students influenced institutional support about Scaffolding strategies while students at the university had the least scores on Encouraging students’ autonomy (see Tables 8, 9).


TABLE 8 T-test for gender, age, school type and support.


	Group statistics
	p



	Item
	Grouping
	N
	Mean
	Std. Deviation
	Std. Error Mean

 

 	Gender


 	2 Building positive relationships 	Male 	125 	3.23 	0.735 	0.173 	0.034


 	Female 	180 	3.54 	0.892 	0.115 	


 	Secondary school type


 	12 Scaffolding strategies 	Lower 	100 	3.67 	0.28 	0.578 	p


 	Upper 	120 	3.45 	0.65 	0.694 	0.005


 	University students


 	6 Instructional dialogues 	 	85 	3.17 	0.826 	0.087 	0.013


 	 	 	Age-group 	 	 	


 	1 Warmth and supportive environment 	16–24 	210 	3.70 	0.726 	0.077 	0.014


 	25–33 	70 	3.67 	0.717 	0.236 	


 	3 Encouraging students’ autonomy 	34+ 	15 	3.16 	0.648 	0.066 	0.005




 


TABLE 9 Multiple regression of SPIES with minority students’ inclusion.


	How minority students perceive the inclusivity of their educational environment



	Classroom practice
	Correlation with minority student
	p-value

 

 	Warmth and supportive environment 	−0.068 	0.8


 	Supportive interactions and positive school climate 	0.693 	0.05*


 	Instructional dialogue and quality feedback 	0.785 	0.01*


 	Total ISP 	0.649 	0.06





* p < 0.05.
 



Relationship between teachers’ instructional and emotional support and inclusive school practices

In terms of SPISP being predictive of instructional and emotional support of minority students, a correlation was carried out with SPIES (see Table 9). This multiple regression included warmth and supportive environment, Supportive interactions and positive school climate, Instructional dialogues and quality feedback. However, the background variables of gender, age and school type attended were omitted to give a clear picture of the regression equation.

The results showed that even though the total SPISP score was not significant (p = 0.07), supportive interaction/positive school climate and instructional dialogues were positively correlated (p = 0.04 and p = 0.01 respectively) with minority students` inclusion. This is a clear indication that instructional and emotional support of teachers have a significant role in enhancing minority students learning.

In summary, results indicated from high to low mean scores for inclusiveness, instructional, and emotional support items, showcasing positive student perceptions. Multiple regression analysis revealed significant correlations on certain inclusive school practices, confirming that teachers’ instructional and emotional support significantly enhance minority students’ learning. The data underscores the crucial role teachers play in fostering an inclusive and supportive educational environment.





Discussion

The quantitative data from 305 minority students reveal that a notable proportion (6.6%) perceive insufficient instructional and emotional support from teachers. While this percentage may appear modest, it underscores a critical concern for equity, particularly for those affected. Recent research emphasizes that minority students often encounter unique barriers in educational settings, necessitating culturally responsive teaching approaches (Gay, 2018; Howard, 2020a; Howard, 2020b).

Studies indicate that inadequate instructional support can stem from cultural misunderstandings or implicit biases, leading to lower academic performance and reduced engagement among minority students (Tenenbaum and Ruck, 2007; Peguero and Bondy, 2011). Moreover, emotional support plays a pivotal role in fostering a sense of belonging and safety within the school environment, which is essential for academic success (Bottiani et al., 2017). The lack of such support may contribute to feelings of alienation and exclusion, adversely impacting students’ educational experiences.

The notably low score for language modeling (M = 2.67, SD = 0.57) in this study highlights a critical gap in inclusive teaching practices particularly in supporting multilingual learners. In multicultural classrooms, where students may speak a variety of home languages and possess varying degrees of proficiency in the language of instruction, effective language modeling is not optional but essential for equitable participation and learning. Research shows that without consistent and intentional language modeling, multilingual learners are likely to struggle with both content comprehension and classroom communication (Gibbons, 2015; Zwiers, 2014; García and Wei, 2014).

In inclusive settings, language modeling serves as a bridge between students’ existing linguistic repertoires and the demands of academic discourse (Schleppegrell, 2013). For instance, modeling how to construct scientific explanations, argue from evidence, or write reflective narratives provides learners with cognitive and linguistic scaffolds necessary for success.

The observational data in this study highlighted significant gaps in explicit language modeling within multicultural classrooms. Teachers rarely engaged in structured modeling of key academic language forms, and feedback tended to be general rather than linguistically targeted. Scaffolding strategies, such as sentence frames, visual supports, and syntax modeling, were inconsistently employed. These findings echo those of Eik et al. (2020), who identified a lack of teacher preparation in supporting linguistic diversity in multicultural schools, leading to missed opportunities for scaffolding language development. Similarly, García and Kleyn (2016) contend that failing to recognize students’ home languages as resources often hinders the development of additive bilingualism, reinforcing language deficits rather than fostering linguistic growth. This systemic shortfall underscores the urgent need for professional development that equips teachers with the tools and strategies to support language acquisition, including translanguaging (García and Wei, 2014), dynamic assessment, and the use of visual aids and sentence stems.

The study also found a significant positive correlation between teachers’ instructional and emotional support and inclusive school practices, as perceived by minority students. This suggests that higher levels of both instructional guidance and emotional encouragement contribute to more effective inclusive practices. Students who felt supported in both academic and emotional terms were more likely to report a sense of inclusion and support in their learning environments. These findings align with recent research highlighting the crucial role of teacher empathy and emotional competence in fostering inclusive education (Curran Mansouri et al., 2024; Howard, 2020a; Howard, 2020b). To address the observed gaps in language modeling, a shift toward linguistically responsive pedagogy is essential, ensuring that all students, not just native speakers, can fully engage with and succeed in academic settings.



Conclusion and implications

The findings of this study underscore the critical role that teachers’ instructional and emotional support play in fostering the academic achievement and overall well-being of minority students in multicultural learning environments. While educators serve as key agents in promoting inclusive practices, the challenges faced by minority students cannot be addressed through individual effort alone. Sustainable change requires a systemic and coordinated response that moves beyond the classroom. Enhancing teacher competencies in culturally responsive pedagogy and emotional intelligence is vital, yet such professional development must be embedded within broader institutional reforms that confront longstanding educational inequities.

Anchored in Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory and Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory, the findings emphasize the dynamic interplay between micro-level classroom practices and macro-level social structures. For educators, this necessitates the implementation of Vygotskian scaffolding techniques that are responsive to students’ cultural identities, lived experiences, and linguistic diversity, while upholding rigorous academic expectations. Instructional approaches must be inclusive and asset-based, recognizing students’ backgrounds not as deficits but as resources for learning. Curriculum design, in particular, should reflect diverse cultural narratives and histories, fostering both critical thinking and identity development among students from marginalized communities.

The implications of these findings extend to institutional leadership and educational policymaking. Schools must transcend superficial diversity initiatives and instead adopt structurally transformative policies aimed at promoting systemic equity. A comprehensive strategy should begin with curriculum reform, ensuring that content across disciplines is inclusive, culturally sustaining, and capable of challenging dominant narratives that perpetuate marginalization. Equally important is the development of equitable assessment practices that move away from standardized, one-size-fits-all approaches. Assessments should be culturally relevant, holistic, and attuned to the diverse knowledge systems and strengths that students bring into the classroom.

Furthermore, building a diverse teaching workforce is essential. This entails implementing targeted recruitment, retention, and professional support strategies that increase the representation of educators from minoritized backgrounds, aligning the teaching population more closely with student demographics. Institutional equity must also be pursued through explicit anti-racist policies and the dismantling of structural biases in school systems. Integrating restorative justice frameworks into disciplinary practices can help reshape school culture in ways that affirm students’ dignity and promote social–emotional well-being.

Equitable resource allocation remains a cornerstone of inclusive education. Schools serving historically marginalized populations must receive the academic, emotional, and extracurricular support necessary to meet students’ needs. These include access to high-quality teaching, mental health services, enrichment programs, and safe learning environments. Adopting an ecological model of student support also involves cross-sector collaboration. Educational institutions should actively engage families, community organizations, and health providers to deliver wraparound services that are culturally responsive and developmentally appropriate. Such partnerships can enhance student resilience and strengthen ties between schools and the communities they serve.

To ensure these strategies yield lasting improvements, institutions must prioritize continuous evaluation and accountability. This involves systematically collecting and analyzing disaggregated data on students’ experiences with instructional and emotional support by race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and other relevant indicators. These insights should be used to drive iterative improvements in policy and practice. Moreover, student, family, and educator voices must be central to these evaluative processes, ensuring that interventions are contextually grounded and equity-focused.

Ultimately, the findings call for a paradigm shift in educational policy and practice: from isolated, teacher-centered interventions to institution-wide strategies that recognize and address the complex, systemic factors shaping minority students’ learning experiences. This transformation requires not only pedagogical innovation but also structural commitment to justice, inclusion, and the holistic development of all learners.


Limitations and future research

While this study offers meaningful insights into minority students’ perceptions of teacher support, its reliance on self-reported data introduces the possibility of response bias. Nonetheless, the consistency observed between students’ reported experiences and classroom observations supports the validity of the findings. Future research should adopt longitudinal designs to assess the sustained impact of culturally responsive pedagogies and institutional reforms on the academic trajectories and well-being of minority students. Additionally, further investigation into intersectional variables such as migration history, linguistic diversity, and socioeconomic background can provide a more nuanced understanding of the factors shaping inclusive education. Such research will be crucial in advancing equitable and effective educational practices in increasingly multicultural societies.
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