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Abstract: A survey assessed attitudes of 1636 Zambian and Finnish teachers towards inclusive education and
consequently the perceptions of appropriate educational environment for children with different disabilities. On
the whole, attitudes varied but were quite critical. Structure of the attitudes was similar in both countries; factor
analyses extracted four attitude dimensions: 1) social justice, 2) meeting special needs of students with severe
disabilities, 3) teachers’ competence, and 4) quality of education for non-disabled students. On inclusion in
general, the Finnish ordinary teachers were the most critical group and the Finnish special education teachers
the most optimistic. Most respondents felt that inclusive education enhances social justice. However, pursuit of
inclusion in practice, especially the guarantee of good and effective education for all, was seen as problematic.
Compared to Finnish respondents, the Zambian respondents preferred a more segregated educational environ-
ment for children with different disabilities. Type and severity of disability affected the preferred educational
setting and there were clear differences in this regard between respondents from the two countries. Findings
support the idea that teachers’ attitudes towards inclusion are important in developing inclusive school systems
and that inclusive education is best understood as a multi-dimensional concept, which, at the practical level,
is highly context-dependent.

The debate surrounding integration of stu-
dents with disabilities into general education
has continued for some 30 years. Today, there
exists a high-level political consensus on inclu-
sion (Education For All, EFA) as a goal, as
indicated by internationally agreed declara-
tions (United Nations, 1994; UNESCO, 1994;
UNESCO, 2000). In spite of this global polit-
ical consensus, the debate continues, not only
with regard to the means in which to attain
this goal, but also on the very concept of in-
clusion. The term inclusion has many uses,
although recently researchers have begun to
use the term without an explicit definition
leaving the reader to determine meaning of
the word from content of the article (Ryndak,
Jackson, & Billingsley, 2000).

The conceptual ambiguity of inclusion is
apparent, both in academic literature, and in
opinions of practitioners (Vlachou, 1997).
Dyson (1999) finds many versions of inclusion

in the debate and distinguishes between two
intersecting dimensions along which different
discourses can be categorized. The first di-
mension is primarily concerned with the ratio-
nale for inclusion and contains the rights and
ethics discourse and efficacy discourse. The
rights and ethics discourse stems from socio-
logical criticism of special education and pos-
its that only inclusive education can deliver
social justice. Efficacy discourse views inclusive
education as educationally more effective and
cost-efficient than segregated education. The
second dimension can be termed the realiza-
tion dimension, along which political and
pragmatic discourses can be identified. The
former relates, for example, to the vested in-
terests inherent in current professional infra-
structure to resist the shift towards inclusive
education. The latter relates to more practical
questions concerning how inclusive education
can be brought about. The major point in
Dyson’s analyses is that there are multiple ver-
sions of inclusion used in the debate. The
ethics and rights discourses, together with the
politics discourse, focus more on the question
of social participation. The efficacy and prag-
matics discourses concentrate on the practical
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and focus on effectiveness of access to educa-
tion and quality of learning.

Lunt and Norwich (1999) view that the
complexity of the concept of inclusion arises
partly from contradictions about educational
values and partly from practical limitations in
arrangement of educational services. The con-
sequence is that inclusive education is based
on a set of multiple values, which are not fully
compatible. One typical example is balancing
emphasizing ones’ right to social participation
with one’s right to a meaningful learning ex-
perience. However, many advocates of the in-
clusion movement claim that full participation
and high standards are not necessarily mutu-
ally exclusive goals; both of them can be
achieved in inclusive school (e.g., Lipsky &
Gartner, 1997; Stainback & Stainback, 1996).

The diverse understanding of inclusion is
also clear in practitioners’ perception of inclu-
sive education. Ryndak et al. (2000) found five
themes within expert definitions of inclusion
of which ‘placement in natural typical set-
tings’, ‘all students together for instruction
and learning’, and ‘supports and modifica-
tions within general education to meet appro-
priate learner outcomes’ formed the core def-
initions.

Not only do concepts vary, so do attitudes
towards inclusive education. Furthermore,
teachers’ attitudes have been found to have a
serious impact on effectiveness of mainstream-
ing. Some authors claim that teacher attitudes
are the single most important factor in deter-
mining success or failure of mainstreaming
(Bunch, Lupart, & Brown, 1997; Rose, 2001).

Although findings on teachers’ general at-
titudes are somewhat contradictory (Vlachou,
1997; D’Alonzo, Giordano, & Vanleeuwen,
1997; Villa, Thousand, Meyers, & Nevin,
1996), some clear patterns can also be ob-
served. First, special education teachers or
teachers with some special training seem to be
more positive towards inclusion than regular
education teachers or teachers who do not
have any additional training (Avramidis &
Norwich, 2002; Buell, Hallam, & Gamel-Mc-
Cormick, 1999; Minke, Bear, Deemer, & Grif-
fin, 1996; Stoler, 1992). Second, many studies
show that teachers accept inclusion in princi-
ple, but are skeptical towards it in practice;
expressing doubts especially on the effective-
ness of teaching in inclusive settings and on
the ability of regular education teachers to

meet the needs of pupils with disabilities
(Daane, Beirne-Smith, & Lathman, 2000).
Scruggs and Mastropieri’s (1996) research
synthesis convincingly shows that although a
clear majority of teachers agree with the gen-
eral concept of inclusion, far fewer are willing
to implement it in their own classes, and less
than one third believe that they have sufficient
time, resources, or training to implement in-
clusion successfully.

A third common pattern in prior studies is
that general support for and willingness to
implement inclusion is related to type and
severity of disability of children in question.
There is a wide range between individual
countries: this indicates wide differences of
teacher attitudes on suitability of students with
different types of disability for integration in
normal settings (Bowman, 1986). Teachers
seem generally to exhibit a more positive atti-
tude towards the integration of students with
physical and sensory disabilities than to those
with emotional-behavioral and intellectual dif-
ficulties (Avramidis & Norwich, 2002; Chazan,
1994; Soodak, Podell, & Lehman, 1998).

Finally, Scruggs and Mastropieri (1996)
point out that teachers’ attitudes may be
linked more to practical procedural classroom
concerns than to affective responses or gen-
eral attitudes towards working with students
with disabilities. Among the practical con-
cerns, teachers’ own feelings of self-efficacy as
professionals and past experiences are high-
lighted. Teachers who feel confident of their
professional skills and have positive experi-
ences of inclusion are more positive towards
inclusion (Olson, Chalmers, & Hoover, 1997;
Scruggs & Mastropieri, 1996; Soodak et al.,
1998). On the other hand, perceived lack of
self-competence and insufficient training has
been found to be major stressors of teachers
in inclusive settings (Engelbrecht, Swart, &
Eloff, 2001).

Inclusive education is a universal goal. How-
ever, its practical conceptualization is still am-
biguous, attitudes vary, and most of the liter-
ature is not based on empirical research
(Dykens & Hodapp, 2001). Furthermore,
what is effective in one country might not be
applicable to another. Booth (1999), for ex-
ample, points out that our ‘Northern’ under-
standing of inclusive education might be irrel-
evant to learners in the poorer Southern
countries, where exclusion can result from
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societal-level problems such as poverty, war,
HIV/AIDS pandemic. Findings of Kasonde-
Ng‘andu and Moberg (2001) support this ob-
servation by indicating that in Zambia, out of
the 32% of school-age children who do not
attend school, most are excluded because of
economic reasons, illnesses and long dis-
tances.

Zambia has a segregated system of special
education that originated in the philan-
thropic support received in the 1950s and
which was taken over as a government respon-
sibility after independence in the 1970s. In
1995 there were 31 special schools and 80
special units in the country, leaving the vast
majority of disabled children out of school.
Traditionally special education concentrates
on educating deaf, blind, mentally retarded
and physically disabled children for which spe-
cialization areas teachers have been trained in
a centrally located institute during the last two
decades. Current policies drawn up in the
1990s support decentralization of special edu-
cation and the development of more inclusive
education (Ministry of Education, 1996, Ka-
sonde-Ng‘andu & Moberg, 2001).

Finland is an industrialized Northern coun-
try, where almost all children (99.7% of the
age group) complete compulsory schooling.
Finnish students’ outstanding performances
in reading, mathematical, and scientific liter-
acy in the international PISA survey (OECD,
2001) can be seen as a sign of the emphasis on
cognitive outcomes and of efficacy of the
Finnish education system. Providing all stu-
dents with equal educational opportunities
and removing obstacles to learning especially
among the least successful students have been
leading principles in Finnish education policy
since the 20th century. In the light of PISA
findings, Finland seems to have managed ex-
traordinary well in combining these two prin-
ciples. Although since the 1970 an official aim
has been to mesh special and general educa-
tion into one unified system, still 3.5 % of all
school age children receive special education
in segregated settings. However, most students
with special educational needs are taught
most of the time in regular classrooms.

More research-based information is re-
quired concerning how different stakeholders
perceive inclusive education. Comparison be-
tween the most developed education systems
in the North and on the resource-burdened

developing education systems in the South is a
challenging test for the universal applicability
of the idea of inclusive education. This study
aims to contribute towards this end by bring-
ing together and comparing views of teachers
from two countries belonging to such ex-
tremes, Zambia and Finland.

Research Questions

The purpose of this study was to assess teacher
perceptions surrounding the Education For
All movement in a developing country (Zam-
bia) and in a developed country (Finland).
The goal was to answer the following ques-
tions: What are the attitudes towards inclusive
education? What is the structure of the atti-
tudes? Which educational environments are
rated best for students with different disabili-
ties? What kinds of differences are there be-
tween Zambia and Finland in this respect?
What kind of differences are there between
ordinary teachers’ and special education
teachers’ attitudes? Is experience of inclusion
related to attitudes towards inclusive educa-
tion?

Method

Participants

Participants in the present study were 1124
Zambians (594 head teachers, 514 ordinary
teachers, 16 special education teachers) and
512 Finns (206 ordinary teachers, 306 special
education teachers). In the Zambian sample,
teachers ranged in age from 23 to 63 (median
category 41-50) and in the Finnish sample,
from 22 to 60 (median 41-50). Of the Zam-
bian teachers 19 % were female. In the Finn-
ish sample the corresponding percentage was
82 %. All teacher samples can be considered
to be representative of teachers concerned in
Zambia and Finland.

Procedure

Information was collected through two ques-
tionnaires (A and B; see below). In Zambia,
the present study was part of a baseline study
commissioned by the “Education Sector Sup-
port Programme III” currently being imple-
mented by the Zambian Ministry of Education
and supported by the Finnish Ministry for For-
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eign Affairs (Kasonde-Ng‘andu & Moberg,
2001). Zambian data was gathered in the
north western and western provinces during
spring 2001. Questionnaires were translated
into the respective local languages (Silozi,
Kiikaonde, Lunda, Luvale) in Zambia and
Finnish. In Zambia, 18 pairs of research assis-
tants collected the data. A university (UNZA)
student and special education teacher or dis-
trict resource center coordinator formed each
pair. In Finland, questionnaires were admin-
istrated during ordinary in-service training ses-
sions in 1999 - 2001.

Questionnaire A (19 items on a six-point Lik-
ert scale designed by Moberg 1997) was used
to assess participants� attitudes towards inclu-
sive education. Items represent the major fea-
tures of the debate over inclusion (Semmel,
Abernathy, Buteral, & Lesar, 1991; Scruggs &
Mastropieri, 1996). The scale consists of both
negatively- (nine items) and positively- (ten
items) phrased items. Order of the items is
randomly determined. Each item was scored
from 1 to 6, with the highest score referring to
the most positive perception of inclusive edu-
cation. Reliability coefficients (Cronbach al-
pha) of the scale were .80 (Zambian sample)
and .86 (Finnish sample). In the Finnish sam-
ple, two additional questions concerning the
quantity and quality of experience about in-

clusive education were included in the ques-
tionnaire.

Questionnaire B consisted of 10 items. Partic-
ipants were asked to choose the educational
environment that would be best for most stu-
dents with different disabilities when trying to
meet their special needs. Options were: (1)
full time in an ordinary classroom, (2) major-
ity of time in an ordinary classroom, (3) ma-
jority of time in a special class, (4) full-time in
a special class/unit in an ordinary school, (5)
full-time in a special school, and (6) full-time
in a special institution. The best environments
were rated for five disability categories, sepa-
rating moderate and severe disabilities. Reli-
ability coefficients (alpha) for the total scale
were .81 in the Zambian sample and .91 in the
Finnish sample.

Results

Overall Attitudes Towards Inclusive Education

Attitudes towards inclusive education varied
greatly and on average, were quite critical.
There were no statistically significant differ-
ences between Zambian subgroups (Table 1).
Consequently, Zambian data will be treated as
one group in the following analyses. Finnish
ordinary teachers are remarkably more pessi-

TABLE 1

General Perceptions of Inclusive Education in Zambia and Finland by Subgroups. Means (M), Standard
Deviations (SD) and Differences (F). Higher Scores Mean More Positive Perceptions, the Neutral
Midpoint of the Scale is 66.5

Country/Subgroup M SD n F

Zambia
Head teachers 60.3 15.6 594
Ordinary teachers 60.9 16.5 514 0.64
Spec. ed. teachers 56.6 16.1 16

Finland
Ordinary teachers 52.7 13.4 206

81.8***
Spec. ed. teachers 63.4 12.8 306

Between-subjects effects
Country (C) 0.07
Subgroup (teachers/spec. ed. teachers, SG) 2.71
C � SG 12.99***

*** p � .001.
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mistic in their outlook towards inclusive edu-
cation than special education teachers, F(1,
508) � 81.8, p � .001.

Although there was no overall difference
between the perceptions of Finnish and Zam-
bian respondents (main effect: F(1, 1630) �
0.07, p � ns), there was a difference between
teacher groups within the two countries, inter-
action effect: F(2, 1630) � 12.99, p � .001
(Table 1).

Factor Analysis of the Attitudes

A principal axis factor analysis with oblimin
rotation of the perception scale items was per-
formed with the data from both countries (Ta-
ble 2). Both analyses extracted a four-factor
solution that explained 51.8 % (Finnish sam-
ple) and 45.4 % (Zambian sample) of the total
variance. Both analyses resulted in essentially
similar factor structures, thus facilitating good
comparability across factors between the two
countries. The four factors were named as 1)
social justice, 2) meeting special needs of stu-

dents with severe disabilities, 3) teachers’
competence and 4) quality of education for
non-disabled students.

Item-Wise Attitudes Towards Inclusive Education
by Factors

Table 3 shows the item contents organized
according to the magnitude of their loading
on the four factors, comparison of mean
scores between the three subgroups, and per-
centage of respondents having a positive per-
ception of inclusion across all items.

Results show that there is quite a large vari-
ance in responses and also clear differences
between the three subgroups. The Zambian
group has the most positive attitudes towards
inclusion in the items falling under the di-
mension of social justice (factor 1) and as
many as 63% of this group relate positively to
these items. This indicates that the Zambians
believe that inclusion means social justice and
equity more often than the Finns. However,
only few Zambian respondents believe that

TABLE 2

Factor Analysis (Principal Axis Factoring, Oblimin Rotation) of the Perceptions of Inclusive Education.
Comparison of Factor Structure of Finnish (n � 512) and Zambian (n � 1124) Data, the Highest
Loadings Presented

Item

Finland Zambia

I II III IV I II III IV

5. .68 .57
4. .58 .53
18. .52 .37
15. .43 .31
12. .42 .46
1. .42 .39
19. .74 .68
20. .68 .73
13. .73 .46
7. .54 .33
16. .39 .19 .27
10. .50 .71
9. .57 .23 .23
6. .30 .28 .36
14. .13 .18 .38
8. .44 .55
17. .36 .28 .48
3. .47 .27
2. .30 .43

Note. Number of item refers to Table 3.
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TABLE 3

Perceptions of Inclusive Education in Zambia and Finland. Item- and Factorwise Means (M), Percentages
(%) of Persons Having Positive Perception of Inclusion, and Differences (F) Between the Subgroups (Za �
Zambians, n � 1124, Fio � Finnish Ordinary Teachers, n � 206, Fis � Finnish Special Education Teachers,
n � 306). The Scale 1–6, Higher Scores Mean More Positive Perceptions, the Neutral Midpoint of the
Scale is 3.5

Factor/Item

M Posit. Perc. (%) Difference

Za Fio Fis Za Fio Fis F

I Social justice
5. Full time integration for pupils with

disabilities in ordinary classes
means equity for all pupils. 4.6 3.1 4.1 76 36 65 61.0***

4. The self-esteem of pupils with
disabilities would improve if placed
full time in the ordinary classroom. 4.1 3.7 3.8 67 56 63 5.3**

18. Achievement levels of pupils with
disabilities would increase if they
were placed full time in the
ordinary classroom. 3.5 2.9 3.1 53 29 40 13.6***

15. Pupils with disabilities would lose
the stigma/label of being “dumb,”
“different,” or “failures” if they were
placed full time in the ordinary
classroom. 3.8 3.2 3.6 59 40 50 9.3***

12. Placing pupils with disabilities full
time in regular classes means
quality education for all. 4.2 3.0 3.6 65 34 51 36.4***

1. All pupils will receive appropriate
educational programmes and
related services in ordinary
education. 3.7 2.6 2.9 55 21 29 46.5***

Social justice (total) 4.0 3.1 3.5 63 29 47 56.1***

II Meeting special needs of students
with severe disabilities

19. Because of their special needs,
pupils with severe disabilities are
best taught in special classrooms. 1.6 1.9 2.9 9 9 33 126.9***

20. Pupils with severe behaviour
disorders need special education in
special schools. 1.9 2.2 3.5 14 16 50 130.1***

13. Special classes are needed for
pupils who display severe forms of
severe behaviour problem. 2.2 1.6 2.5 20 6 22 20.2***

7. Non-disabled children and children
with severe disabilities should
taught in separate classrooms. 2.7 2.0 2.8 31 12 28 13.5***

16. It is right to ask ordinary class
teachers to accept pupils with
severe disabilities into their classes. 3.2 2.7 3.1 46 28 36 7.8***

Meeting special needs of students with
severe disabilities (total) 2.3 2.1 3.0 15 8 28 56.1***
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special needs of students with severe disabili-
ties are met in integrated settings (factor 2,
Table 3).

Finnish ordinary teachers are the least pos-
itive in their attitudes towards inclusive educa-
tion and only 8% support the idea of placing
severely disabled students in the ordinary
classrooms. Their most positive perceptions
relate to items loading on the fourth factor,

quality of education for non-disabled stu-
dents, but even here, only 35% have an overall
positive attitude (Table 3).

As a group, Finnish special education teach-
ers are the most optimistic towards inclusive
education. Like their Finnish regular teaching
colleagues, they have the most positive view on
the items on the fourth factor with a clear
majority (69%), having a positive outlook to-

TABLE 3—(Continued)

Factor/Item

M Posit. Perc. (%) Difference

Za Fio Fis Za Fio Fis F

III Teachers’ competence
10. Ordinary class teachers can meet the

academic needs of pupils with
disabilities currently in their
classrooms. 3.5 2.7 2.9 57 24 32 20.9***

9. Only teachers with special education
training are able to teach effectively
pupils with severe disabilities. 1.9 2.5 2.8 15 25 37 53.6***

6. Ordinary education has the resources
and personnel to address the
individual educational needs of all
children. 3.2 1.6 1.4 46 5 2 172.2***

14. Ordinary class teachers have the
primary responsibility for the
education of pupils with disabilities in
their classrooms. 4.1 3.7 4.4 69 55 74 10.4***

Teachers’ competence (total) 3.2 2.6 2.9 31 14 17 21.7***

IV Quality of education for non-disabled
students

8. Having pupils with disabilities in
ordinary education classes will
interfere with the quality of education
offered to pupils considered as non-
disabled. 3.7 3.7 4.6 54 48 78 34.0***

17. Time for teaching of non-disabled is
taken away when pupils with
disabilities are placed in ordinary
classrooms. 3.1 2.5 3.3 39 19 40 16.5***

3. Pupils with disabilities are sometimes
rejected, ridiculated, and/or teased
by other pupils in the regular
classroom. 2.1 3.5 3.7 15 44 49 231.0***

2. Pupils with mild disabilities would
experience more academic failure if
they were placed full time in the
ordinary classroom. 3.6 3.7 4.4 53 58 79 29.9***

Quality education for non-disabled
students (total) 3.1 3.3 4.0 34 35 69 87.3***

** p � .01, *** p � .001.
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wards these items. It is interesting that Finnish
special education teachers are most pessimis-
tic towards ordinary teachers’ competence for
dealing with children with disabilities as indi-
cated by 17% of the former group holding
positive perceptions of the third factor items
(Table 3).

The three groups differ significantly in their
perception of each of the single items (Table
3). Most responses to individual items follow
the same pattern as with the average scores,
but a few findings stand out:

1. Greatest unanimity amongst the groups re-
lates to the issue that self-esteem of pupils
with disabilities would improve if placed
full-time in the ordinary classroom (item 4)

2. Finnish special education teachers stand
out from the other two groups in their
greater belief that students with severe be-
havior disorders (item 20) or severe disabil-
ities in general (item 19) do not necessarily
need to be taught in special schools or
classrooms

3. Zambians have much greater faith in the
resources of ordinary education and per-
sonnel to address the individual educa-
tional needs of all children (item 6) than
the Finnish groups

4. Zambians have a much more negative out-
look towards the idea that pupils with dis-
abilities are sometimes rejected and teased
by other pupils in the regular classroom
(item 3)

Perceptions About the Most Suitable Educational
Environment for Students with Different
Disabilities

Respondents evaluated the best educational
placement across different disability groups
and were also asked to differentiate between
moderate and severe levels of disability. The
three groups clearly differ: Zambian respon-
dents are the most segregative and Finnish
special education teachers the least segrega-
tive groups, F(2, 1630) � 498.72, p � .001,
Scheffe p � .001. Detailed results are pre-
sented in Table 4 showing a comparison of
responses between the Zambian group and
Finnish ordinary teachers and special educa-
tional teachers.

Views on the best educational placement
depend on the severity of disability (mean
effect size 1.71), main effect, t � 73.38, p �
.001, the nationality of the respondent (mean
effect size 1.21), F(1, 1630) � 972.43, p �

TABLE 4

Best Educational Environments for Students with Different Disabilities Rated by Zambian Educators
(Za, n � 1124), Finnish Ordinary (Fio, n � 206) and Special Education Teachers (Fis, n � 306). Means,
Standard Deviations (in Parentheses), and Differences of the Groups (F). The Scale 1–6, the Higher
Scores Refer to More Segregated Environment (1 � Full Time in Regular Classroom, 6 � Full Time
in Special Institution)

Student with

Best Educational Environment Rated by

Difference (F)Za Fio Fis

moderate physical disability 2.9 (1.8) 1.8 (1.0) 1.2 (0.6) 157.9***
severe physical disability 5.2 (1.3) 3.2 (1.3) 2.1 (1.1) 824.8***
moderate visual disability 2.8 (1.5) 2.1 (1.1) 1.4 (0.7) 130.0***
severe visual disability 4.8 (1.1) 3.5 (1.2) 2.4 (1.3) 562.0***
moderate hearing disability 2.7 (1.5) 2.2 (1.1) 1.5 (0.8) 101.6***
severe hearing disability 4.7 (1.2) 3.7 (1.1) 2.7 (1.3) 375.5***
moderate behavior disorder 2.4 (1.5) 2.8 (1.0) 1.9 (0.8) 28.3***
severe behavior disorder 4.3 (1.5) 4.1 (1.0) 3.1 (1.0) 89.0***
moderate intellectual disability 3.1 (1.5) 3.1 (1.0) 2.4 (0.9) 38.9***
severe intellectual disability 4.9 (1.2) 4.3 (1.0) 3.5 (1.0) 216.1***

Total (mean) 3.7 (0.8) 3.0 (0.7) 2.2 (0.6) 498.7***

Note. Scheffe test indicated significant differences between all groups.
*** p � .001.
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.001, teacher group among Finnish respon-
dents (mean effect size 0.70), F(1, 510) �
172.79, p � .001, and type of disability, F(4,
1629) � 498.13, p � .001. Effect of type of
disability on the perception of the best educa-
tional placement is, however, different in the
two countries, interaction effect, F(2, 1629) �
88.41, p � .001.

The major findings of this comparison are
that more restrictive environments were rec-
ommended for students with severe disabili-
ties than for students with moderate disabili-
ties. This pattern was similar in both
countries, but Zambian respondents consis-
tently recommended a more segregated envi-
ronment than Finnish respondents. In Fin-
land, ordinary teachers were more segregative
than special education teachers, whereas in
the Zambian data, there were no statistically
significant differences between subgroups.
There were differences between Zambian and
Finnish respondents in their perception on
what disabilities would be most problematic
from the point of view of integration. In Fin-
land, it is most difficult to accept that students
with intellectual disabilities and students with
behavior problems would be educated in the
mainstream. In Zambia, the most problematic
group in this regard was physically disabled
children. The integration of visually impaired
students was seen as almost just as difficult as
the integration of students with intellectual
disabilities.

Relationship of Experience with Inclusive
Education and Attitudes Towards Inclusion

The meaning of experience of inclusive edu-
cation to the attitudes towards inclusion was
analyzed only in the Finnish sample because
in the Zambian sample the amount of teach-
ers having experience with inclusive educa-
tion was small. The quantity of experience of
inclusive education had no impact on the per-
ceptions of inclusion. However, the quality of
experience, that is whether experiences had
been successful or not, was related to the per-
ceptions (Table 5). Successful experiences
seem to increase and unsuccessful experi-
ences decrease the favorableness of percep-
tions towards inclusion, F(2, 498) � 9.28, p �
.001). Those teachers reporting successful ex-
periences had more positive perceptions than
those with no experience or unsuccessful ex-
periences (Scheffe, p � .001).

Discussion

Perceptions of inclusive education vary greatly
in Zambia and Finland but are on average,
quite critical. The structure of perceptions is
similar as indicated by the comparable factor
structures of the attitude items in both sam-
ples. However, perceptions on the four di-
mensions of inclusion vary between the three
compared groups.

The first dimension, social justice, is con-
nected to teachers’ beliefs on the rationale of

TABLE 5

Impact of Quantity and Quality of Experience on Perception of Inclusive Education. Differences of Means
(M) of the Subgroups in Finnish Sample (n � 501)

Experience n M SD F

Quantity of experience
no experience 324 58.04 13.99
some experience 151 59.66 13.50 0.66
much experience 19 61.05 13.95
very much experience 7 59.09 10.70

Quality of experience
unsuccessful experience 33 54.12 16.24
no experience 324 58.04 13.99 9.28***
successful experience 144 63.16 12.78

Note. The higher the score is, the more positive is the perception.
*** p � .001.
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inclusion and its realization in principle. This
concurs with the rights and ethics and politi-
cal discourses as described by Dyson (1999).
Zambians are most optimistic on this aspect of
inclusion and among Finns there are large
differences with ordinary teachers being more
pessimistic than special education teachers.
The remaining three dimensions of percep-
tions—meeting special needs of pupils with
severe disabilities, teachers’ competence, and
quality of education for non-disabled students
—relate more to the practical issues of inclu-
sion and are similar to the efficacy and prag-
matic discourses shown by Dyson. On these
three dimensions, the respondents have the
most pessimistic outlook on the first two;
showing doubts on educating severely dis-
abled children in ordinary classes and teach-
ers’ competence to cope with the situation.

Both the severity and type of disability effect
perceptions of the most suitable educational
placement for a child with a disability. The
more severe the disability, the more a segre-
gated educational environment is considered
to be better for the child.. These results are
similar with some earlier findings (e.g., Bow-
man, 1986; Avramidis & Norwich, 2002). On
average, Zambian respondents seem to prefer
a more segregated educational environment
than Finns.

Opinions of Finnish ordinary and special
education teachers have similar profiles con-
cerning different disability types, but special
education teachers are consistently more op-
timistic with regard to integration. Integrated
education is seen as appropriate, especially for
children who have speech disorders, specific
learning disabilities, or physical disabilities.
Placement in a full-time special class or a unit
in an ordinary school seem to be the pre-
ferred placement, especially for children with
severe mental disabilities, behavior problems
and hearing impairment.

Zambian respondents view the situation
somewhat differently, preferring a more seg-
regated educational environment than Finn-
ish respondents. Zambians’ opinion profile
across different disability types also differs
markedly from Finns (Table 4). Most notably,
Zambians view that children with severe phys-
ical disabilities would be best educated in spe-
cial schools with a preference for much more
segregative education for children with severe
visual impairments.

These findings should perhaps not be inter-
preted as an indication of overall attitudes
towards disabilities, but rather as a reflection
of foreseeable practical problems. Zambian
respondents’ reluctance to integrate children
with physical disability or visual impairment
perhaps reflects reality in Zambia with long
distances to the nearest school, which may
consequently place such children in an unfa-
vorable position. Thus, a special school envi-
ronment with boarding facilities can be
viewed as a more appropriate type of school-
ing.

Finally, the finding of the effect of experi-
ence on inclusion is very important: experi-
ence in itself does not result in more favorable
attitudes; the nature and quality of experience
seem to be a significant influence on the way
attitudes towards inclusive education devel-
oped. Teachers who had good experiences of
inclusion were more positive towards inclu-
sion. As the teachers will be key players in the
development of more inclusive education, it is
essential to make sure that they have a realistic
chance to gain positive experience of inclu-
sion from the very beginning.

Although inclusion has been universally ac-
cepted as a common goal, there still exist a
wide range of opinions regarding inclusive
education and inclusion is understood in
many different ways (Dyson, 1999; Ryndak et
al., 2000). Furthermore, attitudes towards in-
clusion are very much dependent on the spe-
cific aspect of inclusion. This study supports
the previous findings (e.g., Scruggs & Mas-
tropieri, 1996) in showing that inclusion in
principle is largely accepted but is viewed as
more difficult when addressed in practical
terms. In terms of the social justice discourse
formulated by Dyson, teachers, especially in
Zambia, seem to think, that inclusion can be
justified by reference to the right of children
to an education and, moreover, to an educa-
tion that is made available alongside the ma-
jority of their peers. This is simply part of a
much wider discourse, in which inclusion is
seen as an inevitable outcome of a commit-
ment either to rights as such, or to some more
generalized notion of social justice. In terms
of the efficacy discourse teachers seem to view
students with disabilities in the context of the
reality of the regular education classroom
rather than the prevailing attitudes about in-
clusion. Teachers see that regular education
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classes are not equipped to accommodate stu-
dents with disabilities, thus they demonstrate
certain reluctance about inclusion.

In Finland, regular teachers are much more
pessimistic towards inclusion than special ed-
ucation teachers. In Zambia, no such differ-
ences can be found. This finding perhaps in-
dicates that special education has not yet
established itself as a discrete profession in
Zambia. Thus, the perceptions of all respon-
dents vary equally and are in general quite
critical. In Finland, the demand for efficiency
of teaching and the competence it requires
from teachers is more emphasized in the cri-
tique of inclusion than in Zambia. In Zambia,
inclusion is viewed more as an avenue to en-
hance social justice than it is perceived in
Finland. This finding can perhaps be inter-
preted through the fact that quite a large
proportion of children are still excluded from
schools in Zambia, mainly for socio-economic
reasons. In countries like Finland, where all
children are in schools, inclusion is more of
an internal question of efficiency of the school
system, and we may talk about exclusion only
in terms of some children being taught in
special education instead of the normal neigh-
borhood school. This clearly suggests that the
critical determinants of inclusion are highly
context-dependent and socio-cultural differ-
ences should always be borne in mind when
talking about a universal approach towards
inclusion.

In conclusion, this study clearly indicates
that more comparative research is required.
Understanding how educators relate to inclu-
sion is crucial since they are the key resource
that will make inclusion a reality. Neverthe-
less, in the opposite case, they can also be-
come the key barrier to desired development.
However, teachers do not as such disagree
with the principle of inclusion; they are
merely more critical of the practicalities. Con-
sequently, any policy to transform the school
system towards inclusion that omits the ac-
commodation of realistic additional resources
and training support for regular class teachers
is perhaps a much greater threat to successful
inclusion than teacher attitudes. The building
of more inclusive schools should lay their
foundations in today’s realities and accept ed-
ucators’ perceptions as part of that reality.
The nature of this may be very different from
country to country.
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