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Abstract

PURPOSE. Given the ever-increasing diversity of the global student body and the individual learning
needs of students, the establishment of inclusive educational settings has become still more relevant
worldwide. Empirical evidence suggests that the success of inclusive schooling strongly relies on the
attitudes of all stakeholders involved. As a result, research has focused intensively on examining the
determinants of teacher and parent attitudes toward inclusive education. However, when considering
students’ attitudes toward inclusive education, empirical research to date has focused primarily on
examining the attitudes (and their determinants) of students without special education needs toward their
peers without special education needs, while research on students’ general attitudes toward learning in
inclusive educational settings is scarce. Against this background, this study aimed to explore the
determinants of Mexican lower secondary school students’ attitudes toward inclusive education.

METHODS. A total of 307 Mexican lower secondary students from 20 classes participated voluntarily
in this study. The students completed a voluntary online self-report questionnaire on their attitudes
toward inclusive education. Based on the literature review on individual and context-level determinants
of students’ attitudes, the questionnaire, including data on students’ sociodemographic variables and
general self-efficacy, as well as ratings of their teachers differentiated instructional practice, was
developed.

RESULTS. Descriptive results indicate that students tend to hold positive attitudes toward inclusive
schooling, t(306) = 26.31, p < .001, Cohen’s d = .76. Moreover, results from a multilevel regression
analysis revealed that student attitudes toward inclusive education are not predicted at the class level,
= -.04, SE = .10, t(288) = -.36, p = .72. However, specific variables at the individual level, such as
gender, p = .27, SE = .09, t(288) = 3.03, p < .01, and general self-efficacy, p = .25, SE = .07, t(288) =
3.34, p <.01, proved to be significant predictors of students’ attitudes toward inclusion.

CONCLUSION. The findings of this study emphasize that solely attending a class together with a peer
with special educational needs does not inherently translate into more positive attitudes towards
inclusion, but rather the quality of contact and meaningful experiences between students do.
Additionally, considering the significant role that students’ general self-efficacy has on their attitudes,
the present study calls for appropriate instructional actions and interventions in which students can foster
their personal beliefs on how they can engage with other students as well as with educational tasks
within inclusive learning settings.
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Points of Interest:

e Students’ attitudes towards inclusive education are a significant indicator of social participation.

e However, despite the relevance of students’ attitudes towards inclusive education, up to now
research has mostly focused on exploring the determinants of teachers’ and parents’ attitudes
towards inclusion.

e This study examined determinants of Mexican lower secondary students’ attitudes toward
inclusive education by means of multilevel regression analysis.

e Overall, results revealed that Mexican students perceive that their teachers rarely implement
inclusive teaching practices, such as differentiated instruction.

o Students’ gender and self-efficacy significantly predicted positive attitudes towards inclusive
education.

e The attitudes towards inclusive education do not differ between students with and without
special education needs.

e The findings accentuate the importance of developing and promoting the general self-efficacy
of students.

Introduction

Teachers are confronted with a highly diverse student population that differs not only in terms of
academic readiness, but also cultural background, language competence, learning styles, and motivation,
as well as social and self-regulatory competencies (Honkiméki & Kalman, 2012; Maulana et al., 2020).
Thus, with increasing student diversity, policy makers worldwide are calling for a shift “from focusing
on the inclusion of students with special educational needs, to the inclusion, participation and
development of all learners” (Schwab & Alnahdi, 2020, p. 1). In order to develop an inclusive classroom
environment, teachers are urged to implement appropriate instructional responses by meaningfully
adapting their instruction to address the increasingly diverse students in their classrooms (Ralejoe, 2019;
UNESCO, 2017, 2020). However, the success of inclusive education does not solely depend on teachers,
principals, teacher trainers, parents, and/or structural factors (e.g., resources), but also on the students
themselves (Goldan & Schwab, 2020). Students play a key role in inclusive education, as they are the
core social context within a classroom (Ledn et al., 2021).

Within educational research, and in particular within the field of inclusive education, the attitudes of
stakeholders have received substantial attention. According to Spérer et al. (2020), ““attitudes influence
how individuals behave in classroom-based learning situations” (p. 2). With regards to students, their
attitudes can therefore impact not only how, but also the extent to which students in inclusive classrooms
interact with one another, develop friendships, or join and participate in group activities (de Boer et al.,
2012; Freer, 2023; Schwab, 2018). With this background, it is therefore critical to examine students’
attitudes towards inclusive education in order to understand how learners perceive and experience
inclusive learning settings, as well as the process behind their classroom social contexts (Sanchez et al.,
2019). Multiple studies have consistently identified student attitudes as a main indicator of social
participation amongst peers with special education needs (SEN) or non-compliant behavior (de Boer et
al., 2012; Loeper et al., 2022; Rademaker et al., 2020). Nonetheless, most of the studies that have
evaluated the attitude object of inclusive education have focused on teachers (Page et al., 2019) or
parents (Lavin et al., 2022; Magumise & Sefotho, 2020). In the case of students, empirical research
within the field has mainly focused on attitudes of students without SEN towards their peers with SEN
(Avramidis & Toulia, 2020; de Boer et al., 2012; Schwab, 2017; Sporer et al., 2020). In contrast, very
little research concerning attitudes towards inclusive education (and not towards peers with SEN) has
been conducted (Schwab, 2018). To the best of the authors’ knowledge, there is a very limited number
of studies that center on students’ attitudes towards inclusive education (e.g., Leon et al., 2021; Schwab,
2018; Schwab et al., 2012; Sporer et al., 2020). This study attempts to fill this gap in the literature and
aims to examine students’ (with and without SEN) attitudes towards inclusive education. Additionally,
this study sets the spotlight on Mexico, a country that, as Forlin et al. (2010) state, has experienced
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“significant changes in social, cultural and political environments aligned with disparate economic
situations ... [and these] have led to extreme diversity between school communities and great difficulties
in enabling inclusive practices in Mexico” (p. 724). Mexico has faced legal changes with a newly
proposed educational model (SEP, 2017) through which inclusive education has become a priority
(Garcia-Cedillo et al., 2014; Reynaga-Pefa et al., 2018). Nonetheless, research into Mexican students’
perspectives within inclusive learning settings is still very limited (Lavin et al., 2022). Against this
background, this study attempts to provide a deeper understanding of Mexican students’ attitudes
towards inclusive learning.

In order to set the context of the study, the following section will briefly describe the Mexican
educational system as well as its inclusive education regulations. Afterwards, it will elaborate on the
current international research on students’ attitudes towards peers with SEN and inclusive learning
settings.

The Mexican Education System

Mexico’s education system is organized into three education levels (OECD, 2019): a) basic education
including pre-school education, primary education, and lower secondary education; b) upper-secondary
education, with general or vocational program options, and lastly, ¢) higher education. School
attendance is obligatory from pre-primary to upper-secondary school (Santiago et al., 2012). Students
in Mexico are first formally streamed into different educational pathways before they enter upper-
secondary education at the age of 15 (OECD, 2018). Such upper-secondary tracks are: a) general
academic, which is designed to prepare students for higher education, b) technological education, which
are programs that follow a similar line as the general academic track but also provide employment-
geared technical specialization subjects (e.g., marine technology, computer science, tourism) and c)
vocational/applied science, which prepares students for entry into the labor market.

The Mexican education system caters to the educational needs of a large and highly diverse population
(Forlin et al., 2010): more than 800,000 students speak 68 indigenous languages and over 360 dialects
(OECD, 2019). Additionally, more than 20% of the population lives in rural areas, while more than half
of the schools have teachers that serve multi-grade students (SEP, 2012). Students with SEN attend basic
mainstream schools or specialized institutions (Garcia-Cedillo et al., 2014). Although certain policies
and practices such as delayed tracking and limited ability grouping are implemented, reports from the
OECD (2018) indicate that Mexico ranks amongst the countries with the lowest levels of inclusion.
However, in comparison to other Latin American countries, Mexican students do perform above average
in mathematics and reading (Garcia-Cedillo et al., 2014).

More than 90% of students attending public schools have access to free education (OECD, 2019). In
contrast, private schools are not publicly subsidized and are tuition-based (Santiago et al., 2012). Most
private schools are thus attended by students of middle and high socioeconomic status (Garcia-Cedillo
et al., 2014). However, private schools require the authorization of the state educational authorities and
follow the national curriculum established by the Secretariat of Public Education (Secretaria de
Educacion Publica; SEP), and they are independent in their management and implementation of their
choice of teaching and learning approaches. Hence, teaching processes are implemented differently in
public and private schools (Lavin et al., 2022).

Inclusive Education in Mexico

In 2006, Mexico adopted the Salamanca Statement and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities (United Nations, 2008). However, it was not until 2011 that the president
established a law requiring the inclusion of students with SEN in the education system (Diario Oficial
de la Federacion [DOF; Official Gazette of the Federation], 2011). Moreover, in 2012, a constitutional
reform established quality education as a right for all Mexicans (OECD, 2018). Within this new reform,
Mexico promoted a New Educational Model which was set to take effect during 2018/19 (SEP, 2017).
This educational model established inclusive education and equity as main priorities, and aimed to
“strengthen the capacities of schools and educational services that serve indigenous children, migrants
and students with SEN” (OECD, 2018, p. 9). This process was urged forward through financial and
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academic support as well as improving the infrastructure of disadvantaged schools (OECD, 2018). In
addition, Mexican law states that private schools cannot deny admission to students with SEN (DOF,
2011).

There are three models of education in Mexico established to meet students’ needs (Garcia-Cedillo et
al., 2014): a) multiple attention centers (CAM), b) general education support units (USAER), which
provide support to students with SEN in inclusive education settings (classrooms), and c¢) participation
of students with SEN in inclusive education settings without USAER support. CAMs are non-inclusive
special education schools for children with SEN whose additional support needs are assessed as limiting
their engagement in the general education curriculum (Garcia-Cedillo et al., 2014). On the other side,
the USAER provides educational support, such as curricular adaptations and accommodations, to
students with SEN in inclusive settings by collaborating with parents, teachers, and school personnel.
Although Mexico has adopted the USAER model to provide appropriate support to students with SEN,
Romero-Contreras et al. (2013) argue that inclusive education in Mexico is still unsatisfactory.
Surprisingly, of the 15% of students who have a SEN, only 2.85% actually receive an adequate education
tailored to their needs (DOF, 2018). Numerous barriers contribute to this situation. For example, the
lack of infrastructure, financial resources, and certified personnel mean that students, parents, and school
staff must find their own ways through inclusive education (Garcia-Cedillo et al., 2014). Because private
schools operate without government funding, many students with SEN do not receive adequate support
for their specific learning needs, as they must pay for both tuition and the additional support required in
these schools (Garcia-Cedillo et al., 2014). Inclusive education in Mexico faces other important barriers
as well, such as lack of teacher collaboration and support (Garcia-Cedillo et al., 2014), and the low
academic expectations of teachers and parents (Cedillo et al., 2021). Nevertheless, despite these barriers
and challenges, empirical research has shown that students with SEN have greatly benefited from
attending inclusive classrooms with regards to their emotional, social, and academic development
(Contreras & Cedillo, 2013). For instance, empirical studies have reported that both students with and
without SEN perform better academically, develop stronger social and communication competences,
and foster empathy for and collaboration with one another (Castro Rodriguez & Carbajales Carballo,
2018).

Students’ Attitudes and their Determinants towards Peers with SEN and Inclusive
Education

According to Gall et al. (1996), an attitude can be defined as an individual’s disposition, viewpoint, or
subjective evaluation of specific individuals or objects (p. 273). This evaluation process is composed of
affective, cognitive, and behavioral components (Maio & Haddock, 2010) and can differ according to
valence and strength (Vogel & Wanke, 2016). Consequently, attitudes are the expression of a person’s
opinion that strongly influences their actions (Ajzen, 1991; Haddock & Maio, 2014). Given the critical
role that attitudes play in an individual’s behavior, attitudes towards inclusion have been an important
research topic within the field of inclusive education (de Vroey et al., 2016). The extensive empirical
findings from international studies have consistently stressed the importance of attitudes (de Boer et al.,
2012; Freer, 2023; Lavin et al., 2022; Ruberg & Porsch, 2017; Schwab, 2018). Within this large body
of research, the attitudes of students have become an essential topic for investigation, given “the risk of
social exclusion of students with SEN in inclusive education” (Schwab, 2018, p. 31). However, as
previously discussed, most of these studies have focused on regular students’ attitudes towards peers
with SEN and far less has been done to explore the attitudes of students (with and without SEN) towards
inclusive education (de Boer et al., 2012; Schwab, 2018; Sporer et al., 2020). For instance, within a
literature review of students’ attitudes towards peers with SEN, de Boer et al. (2012) concluded that the
attitudes of students were mostly neutral. Nevertheless, differences across the formation and
development of students’ attitudes can be attributed to several determinants. In a recent systematic
literature review, Freer (2023) was able to identify key predictors of students’ attitudes towards peers
with SEN, such as gender, age, contact, teachers, and self-efficacy.

Freer’s (2023) systematic literature review pointed out that female students’ attitudes towards SEN are
more positive than those of their male counterparts. Regarding age, the review yielded mixed results:
some studies revealed that younger students had more positive attitudes, while others showed either
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those older students had more positive attitudes towards SEN, or no effect at all. However, although
Vignes et al. (2009) state that attitudes are expected to vary with age, it is possible that the heterogeneous
results revealed across the research could be due to the fact that age comparisons are done by contrasting
a very narrow age range between the participants (e.g., a two-year difference). Contact was another
factor identified as an important determinant within the review, which can be categorized either at the
individual level—referring to the quality of contact that students have had with people with SEN, such
as an immediate family member or friendships—or at the class level (Freer, 2023). Overall, studies
indicate that students learning in inclusive settings hold more positive attitudes towards SEN (Nowicki
& Sandieson, 2002; Petry, 2018). Nonetheless, Schwab (2017) indicated that simply having students
with and without SEN in the same learning space does not inherently lead to more positive attitudes, but
rather the (quality of) joint activities amongst students do.

With regard to the impact of teachers, the review indicated that students’ attitudes towards peers with
SEN were influenced by their perception of their teachers’ instructional behaviors (Hellmich & Loeper,
2018). Teachers’ instructional practices and strategies “play a crucial role in ensuring all learners are
able to reach their educational potential and feel a sense of belonging” (OECD, 2023, p. 252).
Addressing diverse learning needs could be done through the inclusive teaching approach of
differentiated instruction (DI; OECD, 2023; Varsik, 2022). Scientific literature has recognized DI as an
important teaching quality domain (Maulana et al., 2020), and a core element of effective teaching that
seeks to ensure equity as well as educational justice (Lindner & Schwab, 2020; OECD, 2012; Valiandes
& Neophytou, 2018; Varsik, 2022). DI is an inclusive instructional approach that enables teachers to
meet the needs of all learners in heterogeneous classrooms by implementing a set of intentional,
systematically planned, and reflected practices (Graham et al., 2021; Letzel, 2021). Teachers can
implement DI through a variety of instruction behaviors, such as tiered assignments, homogeneous or
heterogeneous subgroups based on learners’ performance or interests (Maulana et al., 2020), tutoring
systems, staggered nonverbal learning aids such as helping cards, diverse open education practices, and
variants of mastery learning (Darnon et al., 2012; Pozas & Schneider, 2019; Tomlinson, 2017). Overall,
teachers’ DI practice has been found to have positive effects on students’ achievement and non-
achievement outcomes, such as school well-being, social inclusion, and academic self-concept (Maulana
et al., 2020; Pozas et al., 2021; Sangerman Jiménez & Ponce, 2021). Even though there is limited
availability of studies exploring teachers’ DI practice and its impact on students’ attitudes towards
inclusion, findings from a recent study by Dotzel et al. (2022) showed that teachers’ DI practice can
influence student attitudes towards performance heterogeneity as well as towards peers with SEN
(Hellmich & Loeper, 2018). Thus, it can be assumed that teachers’ DI behaviors could influence their
students’ attitudes towards inclusion. Lastly, when exploring students’ attitudes towards inclusive
education, it is important to consider students’ general self-efficacy (Briones et al., 2005; Klassen, 2010;
Melan et al., 2021; Salami, 2010). According to Bandura (1997), self-efficacy refers to an individual’s
belief in his or her ability to plan, organize, and execute an action with a desired outcome (p. 3). Research
has suggested that students’ general self-efficacy is positively correlated with student attitudes towards
SEN (Freer, 2023). In detail, students’ attitudes appear to be closely related to their confidence, in terms
of their ability to interact with and befriend students with SEN. Additionally, results from a study by
Hellmich and Loeper (2018) indicated that students’ attitudes towards peers with SEN were explained
by their self-efficacy beliefs. In this context, it can be assumed that students’ general self-efficacy beliefs
can positively impact their attitudes towards inclusive education.

In sum, the determinants of students’ attitudes towards peers with SEN have been well-established in
the literature. However, research has yet to generally examine the attitudes of students with and without
SEN towards the specific attitude object of inclusive schooling (Schwab, 2018; Sporer et al., 2020).

The Present Study

Within the context of inclusive education, previous research has mostly focused on examining the
attitudes of students without SEN toward their peers with SEN. Research into the student attitude facet
of inclusive education is relatively limited. Given that students are key actors within inclusive education
(Leodn etal., 2021; Mitchell, 2017), it is essential to investigate the determinants of this particular attitude
facet (Sporer et al., 2020). In this context, and in line with the work by Freer (2023), the aim of the
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present study is to explore the determinants of Mexican students’ attitudes towards inclusive education.
With respect to this research aim, the following research questions (RQ) and hypotheses (H) are
proposed:

RQa: Is there a significant difference between inclusive and non-inclusive classes regarding
students’ attitudes towards inclusive education?

Hi: Given that students’ attitudes can be influenced by the characteristics of the classroom
environment (Fabunmi et al., 2007), such as being taught within inclusive classrooms (Freer,
2023), it is expected that attitudes towards inclusive education are more positive in inclusive
classes (Petry, 2018).

RQa: Are students’ attitudes towards inclusive education predicted by variables at the students’
individual levels (age, gender, having SEN, students’ general self-efficacy, and their ratings of
their teachers’ DI practice) and class levels (inclusive vs. non-inclusive classroom)?

Hy: At the individual level, it is assumed that female participants hold more positive attitudes
towards inclusive education (de Boer et al., 2012; Freer, 2023), and that students without SEN
will score lower (Vignes et al., 2008). Additionally, participants with higher levels of self-
efficacy and with higher ratings of their teachers’ use of DI practice (Hellmich & Loper, 2018)
will score higher in their attitudes towards inclusive education. Lastly, empirical research
concerning students’ ages and their attitudes towards peers with SEN and/or learning in
inclusive settings have yielded heterogeneous results (Freer, 2023; Vignes et al., 2008).
Consequently, there is no specific hypothesis regarding the determinant of student age and this
factor will be fully explorative within this study.

Method

Participants

The analyses for this study are based on data from the study DI-STePP-MTY (Differentiated Instruction
— Students’, Teachers’ and Parents’ Perspectives in the City of Monterrey) in lower secondary schools
(UDEM, 2023). The DI-STePP study is a cross-sectional study conducted in the city of Monterrey,
Nuevo Leon, a state located in the northeast of Mexico. A convenient sample of 307 Mexican students
from 20 lower secondary classes (51% female) with a mean age of 13.10 years participated voluntarily
in the study (6™ Grade n = 59; 7" Grade n = 60; 8" Grade n = 92; 9" Grade n = 96). Out of this sample,
98% of the students attended private schools, 29% learned in an inclusive classroom setting?, and 17%
(self-)reported (with and without USAER support) as having SEN (hearing impaired n = 1; visually
impaired n = 14; learning difficulties n = 11 emotional and behavioral disorder n = 15; social skills
difficulties n = 11). The participants completed a voluntary online survey, which took approximately 15
to 20 minutes. Given that students were underage, informed consent from parents or tutors was obtained
for all participants completing the questionnaire. The research project was approved by the [blinded]
Ethical Committee. Data were collected from the middle of February through March 2022.

Instruments

Students’ Attitudes Towards Inclusive Education. Students’ attitudes towards inclusive education were
measured using an adapted scale from Lavin et al. (2022). The original scale of Lavin et al. (2022) was
established to assess teachers’ and parents (or family caregivers) attitudes towards inclusive education.
For the purpose of the study, the original scale was adapted to address the student sample perspective.
Students rated each statement on a 5-point Likert scale, (from 1 = not true at all to 5 = very true) e.g.,
“It is a valuable experience for all students to be involved in inclusive education”. In the current sample,
the reliability of the scale is acceptable (o = .88).
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General Self-efficacy. Students’ general self-efficacy was measured using the Spanish version (BlaRler
etal., 1993) of the General Self-efficacy Scale from Schwarzer and Jerusalem (1999). The scale consists
of 10 items (i.e. “I can always manage to solve difficult problems if I try hard enough”) and comprises
a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = not at all true to 4 = exactly true (o =.90).

Students’ Ratings of Their Teachers’ use of DI. In order to measure students’ ratings of their teachers’
DI practice, an adapted version of the differentiated teaching scale by Letzel (2021), which stems from
previous work developed by Pozas & Schneider (2019), was utilized. The teacher perspective
questionnaire by Letzel (2021) was reviewed and adapted to assess teachers’ DI teaching practices from
students’ perspectives. In a recent small-scale study conducted by the Pozas et al. (2021), the scale has
been previously back-translated from German to Spanish. The scale consists of twelve items based on a
5-point Likert scale (e.g., “My teacher forms groups of students with different capabilities”, 1 = never
to 5 = very frequently; o.= .87 for the current sample).

Data Analyses

The analyses within this study were conducted using SPSS 27. As an initial step, means, standard
deviations, and correlations of all variables under study were calculated. Furthermore, a multilevel
regression analysis was conducted in order to examine the nested structure of the data (students nested
within classrooms) (Level 2: classes, Level 1: individual student). As suggested by Ryu (2015), all
metric variables at Level 1, such as students”’ attitudes, general self-efficacy and ratings of their teachers’
DI practice, were centered at the grand mean. Two models were calculated for the outcome (attitudes
towards inclusive education): first, a model without any predictors was calculated to estimate the
variance at Level 2 (class level). Subsequently, a model with predictors at the student level (age, gender,
SEN, general self-efficacy, ratings of DI) and predictors at the class level (school setting) was calculated.

Results

Students’ Attitudes towards Inclusive Education: Descriptive and Correlation Analyses

In relation to students’ attitudes towards inclusive education, the scale mean for the whole sample was
4.15 (SD = .77). One-sample t-tests revealed that students’ attitudes towards inclusive education were
significantly higher than the theoretical mean of the scale, t(306) = 26.31, p < .001, Cohen’s d = .76,
whereas students’ ratings for their teachers’ use of DI was significantly lower, t(306) = -18.04, p <.001,
Cohen’s d = .81, than the theoretical mean (both scales M = 2.5). Lastly, for general student self-efficacy,
a one sample t-test for dependent samples indicated that students’ ratings were significantly higher than
the theoretical mean of the scale, M = 2.5, t(301) = 16.70, p <.001, Cohen’s d = .62.

Table 1 presents an overview of the means, standard deviations, and inter-correlations of all variables.
For the dummy-coded variables, i.e. gender, SEN status, and school setting, point biserial correlation
coefficients were calculated. However, for metric variables, Pearson correlation coefficients were
calculated. Results show that the more positive attitudes students hold towards inclusive education, the
higher their general self-efficacy. In addition, female students’ hold more positive attitudes towards
inclusive education. Furthermore, the more students perceive that their teachers implement DI, the
higher their general self-efficacy. The correlation analysis indicates that students with SEN have
significantly lower general self-efficacy compared to their peers without SEN. However, neither the
school setting nor student ratings of their teachers’ DI practices did not appear to be related to student
attitudes towards inclusive education.
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Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations.
M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Attitudes towards inclusive 4.15 g7 —
education
2. General self-efficacy 310 .62 .19 —
3. Differentiated Instruction 2.16 81 -04 287 —
4. Age 1310 114 .01 .04 .03 —
5. Gender? — — 14 -05 .05 -07 —
6. SEN status® — —  -04 -17" -01 -08 .07 —
7. Class setting® — — .03 -08 120 -11 .07 22" —

4(Dummy coded variables) Gender: 1 = male, 2 = female. ®’SEN status: 1 =no, 2 = yes. Class setting: 1 = inclusive
classroom, 2 = non-inclusive classroom.
“p<.05 "p<.0L

Multilevel Regression Analysis

Table 2 presents the findings from the multilevel regression analysis. The first model without any
predictors did not explain any variance at all, indicating that there was no significant variance at the
class level. When entering all of the predictors into Model 2, the analyses revealed that student gender,
B=.27, SE = .09, t(288) = 3.03, p < .01, and general self-efficacy, p = .25, SE =.07, 1(288) = 3.34, p <
.01, had a significant influence at the individual student level and explained a variance of around 55%.
All other predictors were not significant.

Table 2. Estimates of the Multilevel Regression Analyses to Predict Attitudes towards Inclusive
Education (Model 2 with Predictors).

Attitudes towards 95% confidence
inclusive education interval
B SE Lower Upper
bound bound
Individual level variables
Age .02 .04 -.06 10
Student gender (male vs. female) 277 .09 .09 44
Student SEN status (SEN vs. no SEN) -.07 13 -.32 A7
General self-efficacy 25" .08 .10 40
Ratings of teachers’ DI practice -.08 .06 -.19 .03
Class level variable
Class setting -.04 10 -.24 .16
(non-inclusive vs. inclusive class)
Intra-group variance 557 .05
(variance at the student level)
Inter-group variance - -
(variance at the class level)
Deviance 642.90

“p<.05. "p<.0L
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Discussion

It has been consistently stated in scientific literature that attitudes towards inclusive schooling are a
crucial factor for the success of inclusive education. As a result, there has been an extensive research
output worldwide exploring teachers and parents’ attitude objects towards inclusive education (Lavin et
al., 2022; Magumise & Sefotho, 2020; Page et al., 2019). In contrast, far less attention has been placed
on investigating the attitudes of students (with and without SEN) towards inclusive learning settings
(Ledn et al., 2021; Schwab, 2018; Sporer et al., 2020). Given the key role of student attitudes within the
field of inclusive education, the present study seeks to fill this important research and knowledge gap.
Consistent with previous findings from international literature reviews (de Boer et al., 2012; Freer, 2023)
and studies regarding students’ attitudes towards their peers with SEN (Arampatzi et al., 2011;
Avramidis & Toulia, 2020; Hellmich & Loeper, 2018), non-complaint classroom behavior (Loeper et
al., 2022), as well as attitudes towards performance heterogeneity (Dotzel et al., 2022), descriptive
results revealed that, overall, students hold moderate to highly positive attitudes towards inclusive
education. Moreover, the results also indicated that Mexican lower secondary school students perceive
high levels of general self-efficacy, which is in line with previous findings for the Mexican context
(Garcia etal., 2021; Rodriguez-Nieto et al., 2016). In contrast, descriptive analyses indicate that students
rate their teachers’ DI practice at critically low levels. Although international research exploring both
teacher and student perspectives regarding teachers’ DI implementation has indicated a similar trend,
this is quite surprising for the Mexican context. Results from PISA 2015 revealed that Mexican students’
ratings of their teachers’ DI implementation is far more frequent than the OECD average (Schleicher,
2016). Such findings were also confirmed in a recent small study by Pozas et al. (2021), which explores
private and public student perceptions of their teachers’ DI use. It could be very well possible that the
current COVID-19 pandemic and educational crisis have had an impact on teachers’ differentiated
practice (see Cedillo et al., 2021; Pozas et al., 2023). However, such assumptions cannot be confirmed
within this study and further research using a qualitative approach is therefore needed in order to provide
better insights into this result.

The effects of student and classroom variables as determinants of students’ attitudes towards inclusion
constitute the research goal of this specific study, as they were focused on less often in other studies.
With regards to Hi, the results from the multilevel analyses showed that students’ attitudes towards
inclusive schooling could not be significantly explained at the class level. Consequently, the hypothesis
has to be rejected. Despite the fact that previous studies have reported that students in inclusive settings
hold more positive attitudes toward peers with SEN (Nowicki & Sandieson, 2002; Petry, 2018), it is
important to bear in mind that Schwab (2017) emphasized that the mere allocation of students with and
without SEN into a classroom is not directly associated with more positive attitudes. In this vein, it is
important to highlight that the quality of contact experiences, engagement, and interaction at the
(individual) student level is what could have a significant impact on students’ attitudes (Bates et al.,
2015). In this study, however, data on student (quality and frequency of) interaction experiences and/or
engagement with peers with SEN within an inclusive learning setting was not collected. In further
studies, contact should be explored not only at the class level (inclusive vs. non-inclusive classrooms),
but also at the individual level, while considering friendships between students with and without SEN
(Freer, 2023), which is still a rather unexplored research field. Another possible explanation discussed
by Kwon et al. (2017) is that learners in inclusive classrooms often do not realize that some of their
peers have SEN, and thus consider that they have had no prior contact with a classmate with SEN. Taken
together, in order to fully examine the effect of class composition on individual attitudes, future studies
should employ longitudinal and mixed-methods designs that allow for casual and detailed
interpretations.

While focusing on Hy, the predictors at the individual level, variables that were noted to significantly
contribute to predicting students’ attitudes towards inclusion were gender and general self-efficacy.
Hence, hypothesis H, was partially supported by the results of the study. In detail, the findings are in
line with previous studies, which have consistently identified that female participants generally show
more positive attitudes than their male counterparts (de Boer et al., 2012; de Laat et al., 2013; Freer,
2023; Loeper et al., 2022; 2017; Olaleye et al., 2020; Sheridan & Scior, 2013; Vignes et al., 2009). In
line with the findings from Hellmich and Loeper (2018), students’ general self-efficacy appears to be an
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important predictor for student attitudes towards inclusive education. As the authors discuss, students’
general self-efficacy can be directly visible through their behavior in learning situations when they deal
and interact with peers with SEN. In contrast, students’ SEN status, their ratings of their teachers’ DI
practice, and their age did not contribute to explaining variance in students’ attitudes towards inclusion.
Therefore, the results from the present study were not consistent with the results of other studies (for
SEN status see e.g., Vignes et al., 2009; for DI practice see Hellmich & Loeper, 2018 and Dotzel et al.,
2022). In the case of students’ ratings of their teachers’ DI practice, the issue could have been a result
of the design of the study. According to the findings from Hellmich & Loeper (2018), students’ self-
efficacy functions as a mediator between students’ perceptions of their teachers’ instructional behaviors
and their attitudes. At the very least, from the results the present study, it is possible to corroborate a
relationship between students’ general self-efficacy and their ratings of their teachers’ DI practice. Thus,
it is of utmost importance that further research explore in detail such complex relationships between the
variables.

Concerning SEN status, the findings are in line with the results from Schwab (2018), which also found
no significant differences between the attitudes of students with and without SEN. In addition, it
worthwhile to note that results from the correlation analyses clearly show that SEN status is significantly
associated with a lower self-efficacy. Hence, the findings imply that students with SEN are not reaching
satisfying levels in their general self-efficacy. Therefore, students’ general self-efficacy should also be
an important focus for vulnerable students (such as those with SEN), and it is necessary to implement
appropriate prevention and intervention strategies. Lastly, with regards to students’ ages, the findings
from this study seem to be in line with Lloyd et al. (2017) and Magnusson et al. (2017). However, it is
possible that no differences were revealed because the sample included a narrow age range (difference
of 3 to 4 years). Hence, further research should attempt to compare students across different educational
stages, such as primary, lower-, and upper-secondary school.

Limitations

While interpreting the present results, one has to keep in mind that this study has several limitations.
First, although the students’ attitudes towards the inclusive education measurement instruments used in
the study was adapted from existing research exploring teacher and parent perspectives, information on
the internal validity of the applied questionnaire is still pending. Hence, further research should consider
exploring the factorial structure of the instrument. Second, given the research design, the present study
made use of cross-sectional data. Therefore, it is not possible to provide statements concerning the causal
relationships between the variables under study. More importantly, it is necessary to explore the
formation and development of students’ attitudes towards inclusion (Spoérer et al., 2020), which can only
be done using a longitudinal design. A third limitation is that the study used student ratings (self-
reported), which do not allow for an in-depth analysis of the information provided by the participants
(Cedillo et al., 2021). Therefore, further research using mixed method designs that allow for a
comprehensive exploration of the data is strongly suggested. More importantly, as has been discussed
within this paper, the attitudes and perceptions of all stakeholders (students, parents, teachers) involved
in inclusive education must be taken into account (Schwab, 2018). Consequently, it is necessary for
further research to implement multi-perspective research designs.

Additionally, this study only considered certain variables (i.e. age, gender, self-efficacy) in its analyses.
Nevertheless, Freer’s (2023) review pointed out other key variables such as knowledge, type of SEN,
role of parents, diversity, and socioeconomic status. Consequently, further research is suggested to
explore the interplay of such factors. Lastly, and by far an important limitation of this study, is the fact
that the sample was composed mainly of students attending private schools. As a result, no class level
differences between school types (private vs. public schools) could be conducted, and thus the results
must be interpreted with caution. As mentioned in the theoretical section, there are significant
differences across public and private schools (i.e., economic, access to resources), and as such it can be
expected that students in disadvantaged situations perceive and experience inclusive education
completely differently.
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Conclusions and Implications

As Freer (2023) stated, negative attitudes “threaten the very nature of inclusive education” (p. 1).
Consequently, the attitudes of students are of key importance, as they can either foster or hinder the
development of a welcoming and including environment in which all learners feel accepted so that their
academic and social-emotional needs can be effectively met. Though there are some important
limitations within this study that need to be addressed in more detail, the findings from this work
contribute empirical evidence to the current research gap with regards to the attitudes of all students
(with and without SEN) learning together in inclusive educational settings. Moreover, it also attempts
to be an initial step in extending prior research by providing insights into Mexican students’ perceptions
and experiences of inclusion in lower secondary schools. From a practical perspective, this research
recognizes the importance of supporting students’ general self-efficacy as a mean to foster positive
attitudes towards inclusion. Students’ general self-efficacy could be supported and fostered by activities
and materials adapted to their specific learning needs, providing not only a sense of accomplishment but
a more positive attitude overall. Considering this, it is necessary to invest in efforts to support teachers
in their implementation of DI practices. This could be done through collaboration among teachers and
professional development training. Lastly, the present study wishes to encourage educational researchers
to further explore not only student attitudes within inclusive educational settings, but to recognize the
necessity of conducting multi-perspective studies to increase our knowledge of inclusive education from
the perspectives of all involved stakeholders.
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