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Abstract

Understanding how pre-service teachers conceptualize inclusive schooling is critical for effective teacher
education. The present study examined how 455 pre-service teachers from eight Slovak universities
perceive and prioritize eight distinct conceptualizations of an inclusive school, analyzing influences of
professional specialization, study mode, and experience with diversity. A quantitative survey, utilizing
ratings on a 6-point Likert scale and forced choice ranking, revealed “every child is valued” as the most
preferred concept, signaling a strong normative commitment to individual children’s worth. “Bottom-
up inclusion,” emphasizing practical, team-based approaches, also ranked highly. While no significant
differences were found across teacher specializations or personal experience with diversity, part-time
students showed stronger preference for “bottom-up inclusion” compared to full-time students, who
prioritized “every child is valued”. These findings suggest that professional experience may shape more
practical conceptualizations of inclusion, underscoring the importance of structured reflection alongside
practical experience in teacher education.

Keywords: inclusive education, pre-service teachers, conceptualizations of inclusive schooling,
quantitative survey

Introduction

Inrecentdecades, the issue of ensuring equal educational opportunities has become central
to education policy worldwide. The belief that all children, regardless of their characteristics,
have the right to be educated together in the school closest to their home is reflected in various
international documents (European Commission, 2014; OECD, 2007; United Nations, 2006).
Inclusive education has become a true global norm (Powell et al., 2015), a global agenda (Pijl
et al., 1997), and a topic of political debate around the globe. Some authors even describe it as
a cliché of modern educational systems (Emam & Mohamed, 2011). Today, inclusive education
is widely accepted as a key criterion of educational quality (EADSNE, 2011; OECD, 2016,
2018).

However, Dyson (2004) has noted that while inclusive education may be framed as a
global agenda, it should not be assumed that it has the same meaning in all contexts. Instead,
inclusion must be seen as a set of discourses shaped by variation. The concept of inclusion is
unstable, variable, and, as Booth (1995) described, slippery. These perspectives are rooted in
the theory of the social construction of reality, particularly the work of Berger and Luckmann
(1966), who have argued that social reality is shaped by historical, cultural, and social contexts.
These contexts form conceptual frameworks that provide cognitive tools to interpret the world.
As Fay (1999) metaphorically has suggested, people perceive and “read” reality through the
cognitive lenses shaped by these frameworks.
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Further insight is offered by the theory of social representations, developed by Moscovici
(1961), which explains how people collectively generate shared meanings through socially
embedded discourse. Social representations, defined as systems of values, ideas, and practices
(Moscovici, 1973), serve as interpretive codes that bind members of social groups together and
help them classify and make sense of their world (Herzlich, 1973; Hoijer, 2011). In this sense,
the concept of inclusion also becomes a subject of shared interpretation.

Theories of social construction and social representation support the claim that inclusion
is not a single reality (Booth, 1995; Dyson, 1999, 2004; Goransson & Nilholm, 2014;
Savolainen et al., 2012). Cross-national comparisons show that the meaning of inclusion is
shaped by economic, political, cultural, and historical factors. Artiles and Dyson (2004) have
highlighted the contrast between high-income countries with established mainstream and
special education systems, and low-income countries where special education has never been
fully institutionalized. Such differences are shaped not only by structural factors but also by
broader political and ideological currents that inform educational values, institutional trust,
and curriculum. The degree of political liberalism, expressed through its support of pluralism,
human rights, and institutional autonomy, affects how education is governed, what is taught,
and how schools engage with families.

Inclusion is also influenced by how reforms are implemented. Poorly communicated or
inconsistent reforms can provoke resistance or reframe the concept itself (Dinham, 2000). Today,
the media play a crucial role in the construction of social representations. As Hodkinson (2005,
2006) has observed, newly qualified teachers in England substantially changed their views
on inclusion after one year of teaching, possibly influenced by the media debate surrounding
controversial public statements such as ‘Inclusion has gone too far’. His interpretation has been
supported by wider scholarship on the role of the media in shaping social reality (Cohen et al.,
2020; De Oliveira Teixeira, 2020; Kay, 2018).

All of the contextual and structural factors mentioned above undoubtedly influence
the way the concept of inclusive education is understood. This is supported by the findings
of a critical conceptual analysis conducted by Goransson and Nilholm (2014), who have
demonstrated that the global discourse on inclusive education reflects four qualitatively distinct
categories of definitions. Moreover, there is variation not only across countries, but also within
them. Kruse and Dedering (2017), for example, found different interpretations of inclusion
among teachers in special and mainstream schools, and also between those working at primary
versus secondary levels. Other studies have revealed professional group-specific discourses, for
instance, among preschool teachers (Arhiri, 2014; Rochovska et al., 2024), primary teachers
(Olsson et al., 2019), and special educators (Moberg et al., 1997).

Research Problem

The concept of inclusive education in Slovakia, as elsewhere, is shaped by ongoing
collective negotiation within historical and sociopolitical contexts. As Miskolci (2016) noted,
the Slovak system is still influenced by bureaucratic centralism and medicalized views of
difference inherited from the Austro-Hungarian and Communist eras. This legacy is reflected
in continued references to integration rather than inclusion, as well as in policies centered
on diagnostic authority and categorical funding. These structural characteristics, along with
neoliberal performance pressures, affect how inclusion is interpreted and enacted.

Studies using Q methodology (Sabo et al., 2018; Vancikova et al., 2021) have identified
a wide spectrum of conceptualizations of inclusive schools, shaped by historical, institutional,
and personal factors. What remains unclear, however, is how these conceptualizations are
distributed across different groups within teacher education and which of them carry the greatest
influence. Understanding this distribution is essential for designing more effective inclusion-
oriented training and support strategies for pre-service teachers.
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Research Focus

Previous studies (Sabo et al., 2018; Vanc¢ikova et al., 2021) have helped identify how the
concept of an inclusive school is perceived. However, less is known about the relative strength
and distribution of these conceptualizations among specific actor groups. This study addresses
this gap by offering an in-depth exploration of how pre-service teachers in Slovakia understand
the idea of an inclusive school.

Research Aim and Research Questions

This study aimed to explore how pre-service teachers conceptualize the notion of an
inclusive school. The aim was to identify the dominant ideas shaping their understanding of
the term and to determine which conceptualizations resonate the most strongly. Specifically,
it examined the key attributes that respondents associate with a school labeled inclusive. It
assumes that variables such as professional specialization, mode of study, and personal
experience with diversity may influence these subjective viewpoints. The research addressed
the following questions:

RQ1: How do pre-service teachers perceive and rank different conceptualizations of an
inclusive school, and which do they most and least prefer?

RQ2: Is the perception of an inclusive school influenced by teacher specialization, i.e.,
whether students are preparing for pre-primary, primary, or secondary education?

RQ3: Are there differences in perceptions between full- and part-time students?

RQ4: Does personal experience with diversity — specifically with children with
disabilities, from socially disadvantaged backgrounds, or with giftedness — affect how pre-
service teachers conceptualize inclusive education?

Research Methodology
Background

This study builds on a previous qualitative research phase that utilized Q methodology
to identify eight different conceptualizations of inclusive schooling prevalent in Slovakia (Sabo
et al., 2018; Vancikova et al., 2018; Vancikova et al., 2021). These initial concepts, reflecting
diverse perspectives shaped by institutional, historical, and personal factors, formed the
theoretical foundation for the current investigation.

To examine how strongly pre-service teachers endorse these conceptualizations and
to determine their distribution across different groups, a quantitative cross-sectional survey
design was employed. This research, conducted between April 2022 and February 2024, aimed
to capture a snapshot of current perceptions within the Slovak teacher education landscape.
The scope of the study focused on pre-service teachers across various specializations and
study modes in Slovak universities, providing a broad empirical base for understanding their
conceptual frameworks regarding inclusive schooling. The research approach was primarily
correlational and descriptive, seeking to identify dominant conceptualizations and explore their
relationship with key demographic and experiential variables. The theoretical underpinnings
for interpreting these conceptualizations draw upon theories of social construction and social
representation, which posit that perceptions of complex concepts, such as inclusion, are shaped
by collective negotiation within socio-historical contexts, as detailed in the introduction.

The data collection instrument, a questionnaire developed within the VEGA 1/0642/20
research project, incorporated both ratings on a 6-point Likert scale and a forced choice ranking
task. This approach, leveraging insights from the prior Q-methodological work, allowed for a
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systematic yet nuanced quantitative analysis of preferences, effectively bridging the qualitative
generation of concepts with their quantitative validation.

Sample

The research population for this study comprised all pre-service teachers (students
enrolled in teacher education programs at universities) in Slovakia. According to data from the
Centre of Scientific and Technical Information of the Slovak Republic, there were 2373 teacher
training students (both full-time and part-time) enrolled in Slovak universities during the data
collection period.

The sample was obtained through convenience sampling, a non-probability sampling
method chosen due to its practical feasibility, which is reflected in the uneven regional
distribution of participants. The recruitment process involved two main steps to maximize
reach:

1. Initially, official channels were utilized: Vice-Deans for Education at universities
offering teacher training programs were directly contacted and asked to distribute the online
questionnaire through their academic information systems to their students.

2. Due to an initially low response rate, a second step was implemented: The survey link
was further distributed via student platforms on social media, with the aim of reaching a broader
segment of the target population.

Ethical considerations were strictly adhered to throughout data collection. Participation
was voluntary, anonymity was guaranteed by the absence of personal identifiers, and respondents
were fully informed about the purpose of the research and their right to withdraw at any time
without consequences.

The final sample consisted of 455 correctly completed questionnaires, representing a
diverse group of bachelor and master’s level students from eight Slovak universities. The average
age of the respondents was 23 years. The sample composition was 88.6% full-time students and
11.4% part-time students. Regarding experience with diverse groups, most students reported no
or only minimal experience with children with disabilities. This number was even slightly higher
for children from socially disadvantaged backgrounds, with 80.8% of the respondents reporting
little or no contact. The least contact was reported with respect to gifted children, with a total
of 83% of respondents selecting one of the following responses: no experience, I perceive them
only from a distance, or I have/had occasional contact in my immediate environment. Within
the sample, 8 respondents reported having a disability, 3 students identified as being part of a
socially disadvantaged group, and 12 identified as belonging to the group of gifted individuals.

Instrument and Procedures

To address the research questions, a quantitative survey design was employed. Data were
collected using an online questionnaire designed and constructed by the authors specifically for
the purposes of this study, rather than adopting a standardized instrument. In the introductory
section, the respondents were informed of the aim of the research and invited to freely express
their unique understanding of the topic under investigation, while anonymity was ensured.

The core of the questionnaire consisted of two parts. The first part included contextual
items used to gather background information about the participants, namely: 1) age, 2) region,
3) profile of the study program (pre-primary teacher, primary education teacher, secondary
education teacher), 4) current year of study, 5) mode of study (full-time/part-time), 6) experience
with children with disabilities, 7) experience with children from socially disadvantaged
backgrounds, and 8) experience with gifted children.
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In the second part, respondents were presented with eight different concepts of an
inclusive school, to which they were asked to respond. These concepts were derived from a
previous phase of the research, in which a team of researchers used Q methodology to explore
how educational actors understand the concept of an “inclusive school,” what attributes they
associate with it, and which characteristics dominate their perceptions (Vancéikova et al., 2021).
The questionnaire contained shortened versions of the conceptual descriptions, as presented in
Table 1. Respondents were asked to evaluate each concept in two ways: 1) using a rating on a
6-point Likert scale, where 1 indicated strong disagreement and 6 indicated strong agreement;
2) through a forced choice item, in which they were instructed to rank the eight inclusive school
descriptions from the most preferred to the least preferred.

Table 1
Eight Concepts of an Inclusive School

An inclusive school is a school that...

Concept 1: ...develops inclusion from the bottom up — BOTTOM-UP INCLUSION

Itis supported by experienced, motivated, and qualified professionals, such as teaching assistants, school psychologists,
and special education teachers, on whom teachers can rely. Through effective collaboration among them, every child
receives the support they need, and inclusion becomes a lived and sustainable reality, rather than something imposed
from above.

Concept 2: ...values every child - EVERY CHILD IS VALUED

It is a high-quality school with adequate materials and human resources, where all children, without exception, are
welcomed with care and respect. In such an environment, they are free to develop, express their needs, explore their
potential, and take responsibility for their own learning.

Concept 3: ...promotes the integration of all children — INTEGRATION AS SOCIAL MISSION
It views integration as a social mission and actively seeks ways to improve its conditions in order to integrate the largest
possible number of children who deviate from mainstream norms, as well as those from minority backgrounds.

Concept 4: ...is responsive to the realities of the modern world — REFLECTING MODERN WORLD

It perceives multiculturalism as a natural feature of contemporary society and presents students with a realistic view of
life within it. It teaches tolerance and acceptance, as well as critical thinking. The school creates space for students to
explore their own strengths and weaknesses, as well as the unique characteristics of others. Promotes both autonomy
and responsibility.

Concept 5: ...responds flexibly to current educational trends — FLEXIBLE TO TRENDS

It is sensitive to developments in education and open to innovation. It actively responds to the growing demand to
reduce educational inequalities and to realize the vision of social inclusion. The school participates in grant schemes
and uses the available resources to enhance the individualization of education.

Concept 6: ...is led by a strong, inclusion-minded leader - STRONG, INCLUSION-MINDED LEADERSHIP

It is led by a leader who is capable of initiating, supporting, and motivating staff while fostering a dialogue about the
direction of the school. Such a leader inspires others to embrace the idea of inclusive education and ensures that the
necessary conditions for its implementation are in place.

Concept 7: ...recognizes the limits of integration —- ACKNOWLEDGES LIMITS OF INTEGRATION

Itis open to integrating disadvantaged groups of students into mainstream education and strives to include them within
its capacities. However, it acknowledges that for some children, mainstream settings may not be the most appropriate
option, considering both their specific needs and the needs of their non-disabled peers.

Concept 8: ...welcomes all children of the local community - PROMOTING LOCAL INCLUSION

It regards the right to education as a fundamental principle and does not select its students. Instead, it opens its doors
to all children in the surrounding area, regardless of the diversity of their educational needs. It operates as a community
school, maintaining close cooperation with parents, whom it sees as equal partners in the educational process.

Note. Concepts adapted from Vancikova et al. (2021).
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To ensure the validity and reliability of the data collection instrument and the integrity
of the data collected, a robust process was followed. The quality of questionnaire items was
initially assessed in a pilot phase with ten pre-service teachers. Their feedback on clarity,
comprehensibility, and ambiguity was crucial to refine the wording of the item and confirming
content and face validity.

Furthermore, to ensure the accuracy of the data from the defined target group, the
questionnaire was distributed by academic officials through the university’s internal systems.
This targeted distribution minimized invalid responses from outside the research population,
significantly contributing to the study’s internal validity.

Data Analysis

Considering the ordinal nature of the data — comprising 1) ratings on a 6-point Likert scale
(1 = strong disagreement, 6 = strong agreement) and 2) rankings of eight school descriptions
from most to least preferred — nonparametric statistical methods appropriate for ordinal
data were employed to evaluate differences in variable distributions between groups. When
comparing two groups, the Mann-Whitney U test was applied. For comparisons involving more
than two groups, the Kruskal-Wallis test was used, which extends the Mann-Whitney U test to
multiple independent groups and evaluates whether the distributions of values differ among
them. In cases where the Kruskal-Wallis test indicated statistically significant differences (p
< .05), post-hoc pairwise comparisons were performed using Dunn’s test with Bonferroni
correction for multiple comparisons. While these tests do not explicitly compare medians
or means, descriptive statistics, including medians with interquartile ranges (Mdn, IQR) and
means with standard deviations (M, SD), were calculated for each group to provide additional
context for interpreting the results. All analyses were conducted in R (version 4.1.1; R Core
Team 2021).

Research Results
Overall Preferences in Inclusive School Concepts (RQ1)

To address the first research question, participants’ evaluations of the eight concepts of
an inclusive school were obtained using a 6-point Likert scale and forced choice rankings (see
Methods). This analysis aimed to determine which conceptualizations were perceived as most
and least reflective of individual perspectives on inclusion.

As an initial step, Likert scale responses were examined to provide an overview of the
perceived relevance of each concept. As shown in Figure 1, the concepts were grouped into six
hierarchical categories based on descriptive and inferential statistics. The top category includes
every child is valued (M = 5.36, SD = 1.04), which was significantly more preferred than all
other concepts. The second category combines reflecting modern world (M = 5.19, SD = 1.09)
and integration as social mission (M =5.18, SD = 1.11), which did not differ significantly from
each other. The third category contains bottom-up inclusion (M = 4.91, SD = 1.17), followed
by a fourth category, which groups together acknowledges limits of integration (M = 4.86, SD
= 1.29) and promoting local inclusion (M = 4.81, SD = 1.30). Although these two concepts did
not differ significantly from flexible to trends (M = 4.78), the latter was significantly lower than
bottom-up inclusion and therefore forms a fifth category on its own. Finally, strong inclusion-
minded leadership (M = 4.68, SD = 1.28) was assigned to a sixth and lowest category, being
statistically distinct from the preceding group and receiving the lowest overall endorsement.
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Figure 1
Ranking of Preferences among Inclusive School Concepts - Scale Ratings

1. EVERY CHILD IS VALUED (M= 5.36)

2. REFLECTING MODERN WORLD (M=5.19)
INTEGRATION AS SOCIAL MISSION (M= 5.18)

- 1
3. BOTTOM-UP INCLUSION (M= 4.91)

L
4. ACKNOWLEDGES LIMITS OF INTEGRATION (M =4.86)
PROMOTING LOCAL INCLUSION (M=4.81)

1
5. FLEXIBLE TO TRENDS (M= 4.78)
L
6. STRONG INCLUSION-MINDED LEADERSHIP (M= 4.68)

Complementary findings were observed on the forced choice item, where participants
were asked to rank the eight concepts from most to least preferred. Once again, every child is
valued was ranked first, confirming its strong position across both measures. Bottom-up inclusion
and integration as social mission consistently followed in second and third place, respectively.
Acknowledges limits of integration and promoting local inclusion ranked lowest overall (Table
2). This ranking reinforces the earlier findings from the Likert scale rating: pre-service teachers
are more drawn to inclusive school models that emphasize universal acceptance, student worth,
and collaboration, while placing less emphasis on institutional constraints, adaptability to
policy trends, or leadership structures.

Table 2
Ranking of Preferences among Inclusive School Concepts - Forced Choice Item

Scale ratings Forced choice item

Concepts

M SD Mdn IQR M SD Mdn IQR
Bottom-up inclusion 4.91 117 5.00 2.00 6.10 1.93 7.00 3.00
Every child is valued 5.36 1.04 6.00 1.00 7.10 1.28 7.00 1.00
Integration as social mission 518 1.1 6.00 1.00 5.67 1.63 6.00 2.00
Reflecting modern world 5.19 1.09 6.00 1.00 4.44 1.64 5.00 250
Flexible to trends 478 1.19 5.00 2.00 3.25 1.52 3.00 2.00
Strong, inclusion-minded 468 128 500 200 3.26 186 300 200
leadership
Acknowledges fimits of 486 120 500 200 347 197 200 3.0
integration
Promoting local inclusion 4.81 1.30 5.00 2.00 3.10 210 3.00 4.00

Differences in Perceptions by Specialization Track (RQ2)

Analysis of Likert scale ratings across pre-service pre-primary, primary, and secondary
teachers showed a high degree of consistency. In all three groups, the most highly rated concept
was every child is valued (M = 5.40, SD = 0.97). Other concepts receiving average scores
above 5 included integration as social mission and reflecting modern world. Among pre-service
pre-primary teachers, promoting local inclusion also exceeded the 5-point threshold, while the
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same concept received lower scores from the other two groups. The concept rated lowest in all
three groups was strong, inclusion minded leadership (M = 4.62, SD = 1.34). The full results
are presented in Table 3.

Forced choice rankings showed the same consistent pattern: all three groups of pre-
service teachers placed every child is valued in first place: primary (M = 7.15, SD = 1.22),
secondary (M =7.03, SD = 1.27), and pre-primary (M = 6.99, SD = 1.35). Followed by bottom-
up inclusion: pre-primary (M = 6.25, SD = 1.81), primary (M = 5.98, SD = 2.00), secondary
(M =5.97, SD = 1.99) and integration as social mission: pre-primary (M = 5.67, SD = 1.72),
primary (M = 5.67, SD = 1.59), secondary (M = 5,66, SD = 1.58). Although some differences
appeared in concepts with lower rank, inferential analysis did not confirm statistically significant
differences. These findings (Table 3) suggest a broad conceptual alignment between teacher
education specializations.

Table 3
Perception Differences by Teacher Specialization Track - Scale Ratings and Forced Choice
Item

Pre-service Scale ratings Forced choice item
Concepts :;a;';:{izaﬁon M SO M QR p M SD Mdn QR p
Pre-primary 4.94 115 500 2.00 6.25 181 700 3.00
E]‘;fmr:‘p Primary 498 106 500 175 509 598 200 600 300 .397
Secondary 479 127 500 2.00 597 199 7.00 3.00
N Pre-primary 538 093 600 1.00 699 135 7.00 1.00
E;i'gd':h"d % Primary 540 097 600 100 902 745 122 800 100 .384
Secondary 531 121 600 1.00 703 127 700 150
, Pre-primary 514 112 500 1.00 567 172 600 200
'S’:sgartr:?s”szi Primary 530 103 600 100 174 567 159 600 200 .919
Secondary 510 115 500 1.00 566 158 600 200
, Pre-primary 530 090 600 1.00 450 165 500 3.0
Ezi'lzc“”gmdem Primary 520 103 600 100 .747 434 161 500 200 .717
Secondary 506 132 600 200 446 167 500 250
Pre-primary 4.90 112 500 2.00 324 147 300 2.00
Flexible to trends Primary 478 111 500 200 348 303 137 300 200 083
Secondary 466 133 500 200 348 169 400 250
. . Pre-primary 473 1.27 5.00 2.00 325 178 300 200
Strong, indlusion- 5 466 122 500 200 .707 323 196 300 200 .879
minded leadership
Secondary 462 134 500 200 329 186 300 200
Acknowledges _Pre-primary 481 121 500 200 304 187 200 200
limits of Primary 491 135 500 200 350 321 199 300 300 808
integration Secondary 4.86 133 500 200 326 208 300 3.50
_ Pre-primary 503 106 500 2.00 305 212 250 400
::i;(:)lLTS?;I:g local - ~Brimary 472 145 500 200 076 337 243 300 400 .11
Secondary 464 136 500 200 289 202 200 200

Differences in Perceptions by Study Mode (RQ3)

Differences between full- and part-time students were examined using both Likert scale
scores and forced choice rankings. A statistically significant difference was found only in
Concept 1 — bottom-up inclusion, which was rated higher by part-time students (M = 5.19, SD
= 1.14) than by full-time students (M = 4.87, SD = 1.65; p = .022).
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In forced choice classification, this concept was again preferred more strongly by part-
time students (M = 6.46, SD = 1.96) than by full-time students (M = 6.02, SD = 1.93; p = .038).
In contrast, Concept 2 — every child is valued was more highly ranked by full-time students
(M =7.09, SD = 1.27) than by part-time students (M = 6.81, SD = 1.36; p = .047). No other
statistically significant differences were found between the two groups. These findings suggest
a slight tendency for full-time students to favor idealistic, child-centered models of inclusion,
while part-time students may be more inclined toward practical, bottom-up approaches. The
full results are presented in Table 4.

Table 4
Perception Differences by Study Mode - Scale Ratings and Forced Choice Item

Concepts Study Scale ratings Forced choice item
P mode M SO Mdn IR p M SD Mdn IQR p

Bottom-up Fulime 487 165 500 200 ,, 602 198 700 300 .
inclusion Partfime 519 114 500 100 646 196 700 300
Every child is Fulime 536 104 600 100 o~ 709 127 800 100 .
valued Partfime 538 101 600 100 6.81 136 700 200
Integration as Fultme 521 108 600 1.00 572 161 600 2.00
social mission Parttime 496 130 500 125 ' 527 177 600 300 O
Reflecting modern  Full-time 518 111 6.00 1.00 721 446 164 500 3.00 496
world Partfime 529 098 550 100 429 165 500 200

. Fultme 478 119 500 2.00 325 153 300 2.00
Flexbletotrends  partsime 481 116 500 200 ** 321 145 300 200 %
Strong, indusion.  Fulime 486 127 500 200 s 323 183 300 200 »
minded leadership  partfime 483 120 500 200 350 207 300 225
Acknowledges Fultme 485 128 500 200 313 194 200 200
iimits of integration ~ Partime 494 138 550 200 00 346 223 250 300 4
Promoting local Full-time 481 128 500 200 982 311 212 300 4.00 821
inclusion Partfime 477 141 500 200 ° 300 196 300 400

Differences in Perceptions Based on Experience with Diversity (RQ4)

In the Likert scale ratings, most differences between groups were not statistically
significant. The only exception was a marginally significant difference (p = .043) for Concept
4 — reflecting modern world in relation to experience with socially disadvantaged children. Here,
respondents with no such experience rated this concept slightly higher than those with more
frequent experience. However, the pattern was not robust across other concepts or domains
(Table 5).
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Table 5
Perception Differences by Experience with Diversity Scale Ratings

Children from socially

Children with disabilities disadvantaged Gifted children
Concepts Experience backgrounds
M (SD) (?’éd/%) p M(SD) Mdn(IQR) p M(SD) Mdn(IQR) p
None 480 (1.23) (gzgg) (‘1‘:32) 5.00 (2.00) (‘1‘:2(2)) 5.00 (2.00)
SOVMUP Occasional 496 (1.14) é:gg) 462 (‘1‘223) 500 (2.00) 705 (‘1"3?) 5.00 (1.50) .160
Frequent  4.91(1.13) (2:88) (‘11222) 5.00 (2.00) (f:?g) 5.00 (1.00)
None 5.38 (0.97) (?:88) (g:gg) 6.00 (1.00) (fzgg) 6.00 (1.00)
mg’dcm'd 'S Occasional  5.35 (1.09) (?:88) 859 (?:g% 6.00 (1.00) 406 (g:gg) 6.00 (1.00) 672
Frequent  5.37 (1.00) (?:88) (fég) 6.00 (1.00) (?:‘112) 6.00 (1.00)
None 5,06 (1.20) é:gg) (f:gg) 6.00 (1.00) (?:1;) 6.00 (1.00)
'sr(‘)tsg:ar;'?s’;;i Occasional ~ 5.23 (1.06) (?:88) 441 (?:(1)2) 500 (1.00) 937 (i’:gg) 5.00 (1.00) 400
Frequent  5.23 (1.09) (?:gg) (?:;‘7‘) 6.00 (1.00) (?%) 6.00 (1.00)
None 5.24 (1.06) (?:88) (g:gl) 6.00 (1.00) é’:gg) 6.00 (1.00)
Eig‘;f:”ﬁon g Occasional 5.1 (1.14) (?:gg) 642 (*1_’:115) 500 (1.00) 043 (%2) 5.00 (1.00) .787
Frequent  5.15(1.03) (fzgg) (‘1‘@;‘) 5.50 (2.00) (?:]g) 6.00 (1.00)
None 474 (1.16) é:gg) (;‘:j’g) 5.00 (2.00) (;‘:?g) 5.00 (2.00)
tif:ét;'em Occasional ~ 4.83 (1.22) é:gg) 504 (‘Hg) 500 (2.00) 335 (‘Hg) 5.00 (2.00) .056
Frequent  4.73(1.17) é:gg) (;‘:gg) 5.00 (2.00) (‘1‘:2;) 5.00 (2.00)
Strong, None 473 (1.28) (g:gg) (‘1‘23) 5.00 (2.00) (‘1‘:%) 5.00 (2.00)
":fr:‘i'g” Occasional ~ 4.63 (1.32) é:gg) 761 (‘1‘;;) 500 (2.00) 763 (ﬂ% 5,00 (2.00) 598
leadership  proquent 469 (1.15) (g:gg) (::gg) 5.00 (2.00) (‘1‘:28) 5.00 (2.00)
None sg7(122) 200 487 500 (2.00) 492 500 (2.00)
Adknovledges —— Y s
imits of Occasional  483(133) )00 843 135 500(200) 100 (o 500(200) .199
iegratn Frequent  491(131) 20 485 500 (2.00) 490 5 00 (2.00)
q (2.00) (1.29) (1.38)
None 478 (1.36) (g:gg) (‘1‘:22) 5.00 (2.00) (‘1‘:%) 5.00 (2.00)
Erc‘;mic?gsion Occasional ~ 4.81 (1.26) é:gg) 841 (‘1‘:;2) 500 (2.00) 264 (::gg) 500 (2.00) 136
Frequent  4.84(1.33) (g:gg) (‘1‘:;2) 5.00 (2.00) (‘1‘:22) 5.00 (2.00)

Note. None = no experience; only distant awareness of such children; Occasional = occasional contact with
such children in one’s immediate environment (for example, family, school, or work); Frequent = more frequent
or direct contact in one’s immediate environment, or personal identification with the group (for example, the

respondent belongs to it).
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Similarly, in the forced choice rankings, no statistically significant differences were
found between the experience groups for any of the eight concepts. Although some fluctuations
in mean or median values were observed, particularly in Concepts 1 and 2, these did not reach

the level of statistical significance (Table 6).

Table 6

Perception Differences by Experience with Diversity — Forced Choice Item

Children with disabilities

Children from socially

disadvantaged

Gifted children

Concepts Experience back |
M(SD) Mdn(IQRl p M(SD) Mdn(QR) p M(SD) Mdn(IQR] p
None (?';g) (:73'883 (?'g;) 7.00(3.00 (?.g;) 6.00(3.00
i‘(’)}h"s’g:p Occasional (?';; (;'8& 086 (g'ga 6.00 (3.00) .24 (?'3‘3‘) 7.00 (3.00) 381
Frequent (gg;) (g'ggx (?'g?n 7.00(3.00) (?'gg) 7.00(2.00)
None (:% (1'881 (?'2?\ 7.00(2.00 (17':12,2)\ 8.00(1.00
\Ee\:IiZdCh”d ® occasonal Do M0 oes )T sooqon) 00 M2 700(100) 277
Frequent (Zgg\ {?'88) (?'22» 7.00(1.50) (?'?;w 7.00(2.00
None (?.gi) {g'gg) (?'ggx 6.00(2.00) (?22) 6.00 (2.00)
'srgflgja;:f’s”s;i Occasional (?'g% (g'gg) 725 (?'g; 6.00 (2.00) 321 (?'sg) 6.00 (2.00) 459
Frequent (?'2‘5‘) (g'gg) (?'22\ 6.00 (3.00) (?'g% 6.00 (3.00)
None (‘11'2(7)\ (g'gg) (‘11'2?» 500(2.00 (‘11'223 500(279)
ﬁilifﬂ”vforl , Occasiona Ga o0 4w T 500300 Se4 TO0 500(300) 953
Frequent  To0 %0 437 500 (300) S 500(200)
None (?'22;\ (g'gg) {?'4218\ 3.00(2.00) (?'4112\ 3.00(2.00)
Ef:g;'et" Occasional (?é;\ (g'g& 824 (?'523; 3.00(2.00) 935 (?'2‘5‘\ 3.00(2.00) 809
Frequent (?i?\ (S'gg) (?'281 3.00(200) {?.ég\ 3.00(2.00)
Strong, None (?gg» (g'gg\ (?'321 3.00(2.00 (?'ggn 300(2.00
'r:ﬂ‘ézgn Occasional 40 00 686 10 300(200) 830 S0 300(200) 552
jeadershi® Frequent {?ggx (g'ggw (?'38) 3.00(2.00) (%g\ 3.00(2.00)
None (?';g\ é'g& {g'g)g) 2.00(3.00) (?'5(15\ 3.00(3.00)
Acknowledges . 320 300 310 3.0
::?:;tgsr;):‘ion Occasional {; gg‘ (g 88\ 876 (; g? 2.00 (2.00) .682 {; gg‘ 2.00 (2.00) .748
Frequent 1195 (200) (200 300300 (201) 200600
None (2'831 (421'88» (31% 2.00(4.00) (2'12) 250 (4.00)
oot ncioson 0%l e oo 992 oo 300(400) 859 i 300(400) 935
Frequent {g.gg) (2'28» (g%\ 2.00(4.00) {?'g% 3.00(3.00)

Note. None =no experience; only distant awareness of such children; Occasional = occasional contact with such children
in one’s immediate environment (for example, family, school, or work); Frequent = more frequent or direct contact in

one’s immediate environment, or personal identification with the group (for example, the respondent belongs to it).
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In general, the findings suggest that personal experience with diverse learners does not
significantly shape how pre-service teachers conceptualize inclusive schooling. The preferences
were largely consistent regardless of whether the students had previous contact with children
with disabilities, from socially disadvantaged backgrounds, or with giftedness.

Discussion

The consistent prioritization of the concept that every child is valued by pre-service
teachers in Slovakia aligned with global norms for inclusive education (Krischler et al., 2019;
Savolainen et al., 2012) and emphasized respect for student diversity and equal rights (Bentley-
Williams & Morgan, 2013). This principle, embedded in international declarations, reflected a
sociocultural understanding of learning and a focus on equitable education beyond disability
(Lalvani, 2012; Lalvani, 2013). This finding is particularly salient given Slovakia’s historically
strong special education tradition and ongoing shift towards more inclusive approaches
(Miskolci, 2016, 2024).

Bottom-up inclusion was strongly endorsed, highlighting the role of teaching assistants
and special educators whose collaborative support ensures effective inclusion. This preference
reflects the importance of professional networks in inclusive practice (Bentley-Williams &
Morgan, 2013; Zagona et al., 2017) and the practical need for stronger in-school support in
contexts with staffing inadequacies (Simanova et al., 2024).

The notably low ranking of Strong, inclusion-minded leadership suggested that pre-
service teachers in Slovakia may associate effective inclusion more with informal, relational,
and internal dynamics than with formal authority. This perspective reflects the historically
centralized administration in Slovakia, where key decisions on special educational needs
are often made externally (Miskolci, 2016), potentially diminishing the perceived value of
internal leadership. Preference for bottom-up approaches appears to compensate for limited
formal authority, emphasizing reliance on practical, collaborative support, in contrast with
decentralized models in countries such as Finland (Miskolci, 2016).

Significant differences in concept preferences emerged between full- and part-time
students. Full-time students most favored Every child is valued, whereas part-time students
emphasized Bottom-up inclusion, likely reflecting the greater professional experience and
practical engagement of in-service teachers (Rumalutur & Kurniawati, 2019). This suggests that
while teacher education programs cultivate inclusive ideals, experience shapes the application
of inclusion in practice (Ostrowdun, 2020).

No statistically significant differences were found in conceptualizations of inclusive
schooling based on prior experience with diverse children. This indicates that exposure alone
may be insufficient to foster nuanced understandings of inclusion. Structured reflection and
guided learning appear necessary to develop critical perspectives and social justice approaches
(Bentley-Williams & Morgan, 2013; Lalvani, 2012; Zagona et al., 2017). These findings
underscore the importance of teacher education programs in integrating practical experiences
with critical reflection to strengthen inclusive practice.

While the study offers valuable insights, several limitations should be acknowledged. First,
its cross-sectional design provides only a snapshot of pre-service teachers’ conceptualizations,
making it unable to capture the dynamic evolution of these perspectives over time or establish
causal relationships. Second, the convenience sampling method employed, despite a two-step
recruitment strategy, inherently limits the generalizability of findings to the broader Slovak
pre-service teacher population, as evidenced by uneven regional representation. Third,
reliance on self-reported data via an online questionnaire may introduce biases, such as social
desirability, potentially influencing participants’ responses regarding their conceptualizations
and reported experiences with diversity. Finally, while the eight concepts of inclusive schooling
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were rigorously derived from prior Q-methodology, their presentation in a fixed-choice format
inherently constrains the exploration of other uncaptured conceptualizations of inclusion.
Addressing these limitations in future research through longitudinal designs, more representative
sampling, and complementary qualitative methods would further enrich the understanding of
how educators conceptualize inclusive education.

Conclusions and Implications

This study explored pre-service teachers’ conceptualizations of inclusive schooling
in Slovakia using a quantitative survey with 455 participants. Employing Likert-type scales
and forced-choice rankings, the research investigated how pre-service teachers perceive and
prioritize eight distinct conceptualizations. The findings consistently revealed that every child
is valued as the most preferred concept, signaling a strong normative commitment to individual
student worth and universal acceptance. Bottom-up inclusion, emphasizing collaborative, team-
based approaches, also received significant endorsement. While full-time students prioritized
the idealistic view of inclusion, part-time students showed stronger support for practical,
bottom-up approaches. Notably, no statistically significant differences were found across
teacher specializations or based on prior experience with diverse learners.

These findings have key implications for teacher education, emphasizing the need to
bridge the gap between idealistic conceptualizations and practical implementation. Teacher
preparation programs should integrate structured opportunities for critical reflection, peer
dialogue, and practical application, particularly for full-time students. For part-time students,
the focus should be on refining their existing practical insights with deeper theoretical
frameworks. From a policy perspective, understanding these diverse conceptualizations is vital
for shaping effective national strategies for inclusive education in Slovakia. Future research
should investigate how these conceptualizations evolve with teaching experience and how
they translate into actual pedagogical practices in diverse school settings through longitudinal
studies.
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