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PERCEIVED TEACHERS’ INCLUSIVE COMPETENCIES AND 
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Abstract 
Diversity and inclusive education are central educational topics in contemporary education. This study 
aimed to examine (1) differences in teachers' perceived competencies in teaching students with severe 
learning difficulties and sociodemographic variables and (2) participation in professional development 
during pre-service (report of attendance of course on teaching students with special educational needs) 
and in-service training in the field of inclusive teaching. A total of 292 lower primary education and subject 
teachers working in Primorje, Gorski kotar and Međimurje counties participated in the survey. The Scale 
of competencies for teaching students with severe disabilities was used. A factor with good metric 
properties was identified, which describes teachers' knowledge and skill, motivation, use of inclusive 
teaching strategies for students with severe disabilities. Findings indicated that senior teachers perceived 
higher levels of own competency in teaching students with severe disabilities. Gender, county, teacher 
position, and level of education are not relevant in their perception. On the other hand, teachers differ in 
their self-assessments related to the statement about the course taken during the study and participation 
in professional development in teaching students with disabilities. Teachers who reported having taken a 
course on teaching students with special educational needs during their studies and those who had 
participated in professional development in the field of inclusive teaching perceived themselves as more 
competent. The quality of teaching students with severe learning difficulties is primarily related to teacher 
competencies and their effectiveness in responding to students' needs in learning education content and 
achieving learning outcomes. The results of this study highlighted the role of professional development in 
strengthening teacher competencies in inclusive lower primary educations. 

Keywords: Competencies, teachers, students, severe disabilities, professional development. 

1 INTRODUCTION 
In the last 30 years, educational systems have been transformed from traditional ones aimed at the 
average student to modern systems made up of different individuals with different specialties and 
capabilities [1]. Contemporary trends in education are in line with the social model that promotes the 
right of every individual to equal conditions of care and education and the development of every child’s 
full potential [2]. Inclusive education policy (e.g. [3], [4], [5], [6] [7]) is based on the premise that education 
is a fundamental human right that should be provided to every individual at all levels of education and 
in a global perspective ([8]). The inclusive paradigm ends the historical exclusion of students with 
disabilities from the regular schooling system. The principles of equal educational rights and 
opportunities are observed in the context of the right of every child [8] to be educated in their 
neighborhood schools with their peers in age-appropriate heterogeneous lower primary educations 
regardless of their ability levels, physical, intellectual, linguistic, social and emotional as well as national, 
cultural, and family background [e.g. [4], [9]). It refers to vulnerable groups of children, such as children 
with disabilities, those of lower socioeconomic status, from rural areas, racial, ethnic and other minorities 
that have been discriminated in education based on age, religion, sexuality, or other characteristics. 
Inclusive education is a powerful factor of social inclusion and social equality that has the potential to 
reduce exclusion and poverty ([8]). To enable access to education on an equal basis with others and 
meet the diverse educational needs of all students, teachers and the school community have the 
obligation and responsibility to provide reasonable accommodations ([4]). Reasonable accommodations 
aim to enhance an appropriate learning process that is non-discriminatory and dependent on the context 
and the student because there is no “one size fits all” ([10]). 

Among all different learners, students with severe disabilities require significant accommodation and 
adaptation of the general curriculum, modification of instruction, and the use of assistive technology [11]. 
Furthermore, [12] highlighted that a successful inclusive school should reflect an inclusionary philosophy 
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by all its key stakeholders and provide educational support to students with severe disabilities, parental 
involvement, positive social support, and positive behavioral support. Therefore, teachers should accept 
individual educational needs of those students and be competent in their use of teaching techniques 
and curriculum strategies, including other components to facilitate student learning and participation in 
inclusive schools [13]. Teachers stated the need for additional support to teachers, collaboration, unique 
teaching strategies individualized for each student, and a modified curriculum [14]. 

Inclusive education is a global descriptor of education policy around the world with different national 
education policies [2]. Croatian education legislation, based on international documentation, regulates 
the schooling of majority students in regular lower primary educations ([15], [16], [17]). According to the 
National curriculum, each child who has unique educational needs has the right to an adapted curriculum 
and learning process [18]. It is expected that every student is given the opportunity to develop their full 
potential in education. The profile of an “inclusive” teacher is based on the competency model – 
identifying basic skills, knowledge and understanding, attitudes, and values needed by candidates for 
the teaching profession, regardless of the subject they teach, profession, or age, as well as the type of 
school where they are employed. It comprises four basic values and areas: “(1) valuing learner diversity 
as a resource and an asset of education; (2) supporting all learners and having high expectations for all 
learners’ achievement; (3) cooperation and teamwork as essential approaches for all teachers; (4) 
personal, professional development includes teaching as a learning activity and teachers who take 
responsibility for their lifelong learning” [19]. According to the competency profile, teachers should be 
competent to respond to diversity, encourage the development and learning of all children, and expect 
success, cooperation, and teamwork as well as personal and professional development and readiness 
for lifelong learning. It is emphasized that the task of initial education is to develop the aforementioned 
competencies, as well as inclusive values in future teachers. Educational systems, from preschool to 
higher education, have a unique opportunity to “live” these values based on the right of each person to 
equal conditions and thereby shape the values of future members of the community. 

Teachers acquire inclusive teaching competencies during pre- and in-service training in order to 
effectively respond to the needs of all “different” children in the inclusive educational practice. It should 
be pointed out that university students acquire specific competencies of an inclusive preschool teacher 
in one mandatory course on inclusive education (at Faculties of Teacher Education in the Republic of 
Croatia), which is often the case in other countries, while in other courses they acquire a different set of 
professional competencies relevant to inclusive practice. However, inclusive principles and universal 
design can be implemented in different courses to provide students with a personalized learning 
experience tailored to their needs and strengths. It is the students’ experiential learning about inclusivity 
during their studies that can significantly stimulate (facilitate) the acquirement of competencies for the 
implementation of an inclusive educational process in which they ensure the development and learning 
experience of children in accordance with their abilities and possibilities. 

Despite the recognition of the importance of professional development, there is a frequent occurrence 
of fragmented, insufficiently connected teachers’ professional development with school curricula, as well 
as an inadequacy in relation to teachers’ needs, conditions, and opportunities ([e.g. [20], [21], [22]) 
Previous research ([e.g. [23], [24]) has shown that, in pedagogical/teacher education programs, there is 
too little emphasis on raising students’ awareness of important aspects of their future professional work 
and the development of competencies. It should be noted that the scientific-research project 
“Professional development needs, conditions, and learning opportunities of student teachers and in-
service teachers” that is currently being carried out at the Faculty of Teacher Education, University of 
Rijeka, is oriented towards the empirical research of students’ acquired competencies during their initial 
teacher education in basic areas of teacher competencies and gaining deeper insight into practitioners’ 
experiences and reflection on formal, nonformal, and informal learning opportunities and conditions for 
the realization of professional activities. The research will provide a productive foundation for a 
comparative study. Few studies focus on transversal competencies of students, who receive too little 
attention in practice, and which are considered crucial for the implementation of both educational and 
social goals that are important for all individuals ([e.g. [23], [25]). 

Research showed that teachers assess themselves insufficiently competent for inclusive teaching ([e.g. 
[26], [27], [28],[29]). A higher level of competency is associated with participation in pre- and in-service 
education for inclusive teaching [30], the experience of working with students with disabilities [e.g., [26], 
[31-32]), students volunteering experience with pupils with disabilities during their pre-service education 
[33]. Participation in courses on inclusivity raised teachers’ positive attitudes, reduced their concerns, 
and improved teaching confidence and efficacy [30]. 
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Teachers' competencies for the implementation of an inclusive educational process that ensures the 
development and learning experience of children in accordance with their abilities and possibilities are 
crucial. Therefore, this research aimed to explore differences in the relationship between teachers' 
perceived competencies in teaching students with severe disabilities and sociodemographic variables 
and (2) differences in those competencies in accordance to participation in professional development 
during pre-service (report of attending a course on teaching students with special educational needs) 
and in-service training in the field of inclusive teaching. 

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Sample 
292 lower primary education teachers (48%) and subject teachers (52%) from the Primorje-Gorski Kotar 
County (85%) and the Međimurje County (15%) participated in the research, of which 85% were female 
teachers and 10% were male teachers. The average age of teachers is 43 years (SD=9.93, min=25, 
max=65), with an average of 17 years of work experience (SD=10.90). 73% of teachers work in their 
home school, while 8% of the examined teachers work in the regional school. A third of teachers are 
under 35 years of age (32%), 28% of teachers are between 36 and 45 years of age, 27% of teachers 
are between 46 and 55 years of age, and 13% of teachers are older than 56 years. 

27% completed a two-year professional degree, 12% a four-year professional degree, 48% a four-year 
university degree, and 10% a five-year university degree. During their studies, 65% of teachers did not attend 
a course on teaching students with disabilities, 68% received professional training on teaching students with 
special educational needs, almost all teachers (91%) worked with students with special educational needs, 
and half of the teachers (45%) had a student with special educational needs in their class. 

2.2 Measuring instrument 
Teachers’ socio-demographic characteristics refer to gender, age, years of service, place of work in 
school (lower primary education teaching/subject teaching), area of work (home/regional school), county 
from which the respondent comes, level of completed studies, course during studies on teaching 
students with disabilities, training for teaching students with disabilities, the number of students in the 
class, working with students with disabilities, and the availability of support from professional associates 
and teaching assistants. 

The scale of self-assessed competency for teaching students with special educational needs [34] has 
six variables that describe whether teachers have acquired sufficient knowledge and skills during their 
studies and professional development, whether teachers are considered competent, educated, and 
informed, motivated to work, and whether they use quality methods. The scale has a Likert-type 
response format of 1 (strongly disagree), 2 (disagree), 3 (partially agree), 4 (agree) and 5 (strongly 
agree). The reliability of this scale was checked using the internal consistency method; Cronbach alpha 
coefficient is 0.824, which means that the scale is reliable. 

2.3 Procedure for conducting research 
Research was conducted in primary schools in the Primorje-Gorski kotar and Međimurje counties. Prior 
to the implementation of the research, school principals were informed about the research aim, the 
questionnaire, and the approval of the research by the Faculty of Teacher Education. After the consent 
of the principal to participate in the research, the questionnaires were distributed to the principals or 
professional associates of the school. The teachers voluntarily participated in the research. Filling out 
the questionnaire was anonymous. The first part of the questionnaire contains a short instruction on the 
research aim, definitions of the terms students with special educational needs and inclusion. Teachers 
handed in the completed questionnaires to their school principal or professional associate. 

2.4 Data processing methods 
Basic statistical data were calculated on all items of the Self-assessed competency for teaching students 
with disabilities (arithmetic mean, standard deviation). Factor analysis by extracting factors using the 
maximum-likelihood method with oblimin rotation of the factor axes, and the Gutman-Kaiser criterion 
and Cattell's graphic representation of the decreasing value of the characteristic root were used to 
determine significant factors. The reliability of the Scale was calculated (calculated Cronbach alpha 
coefficient) and the scale items were added into a linear composite. Analyses of the variance were 
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conducted on the Scale of Self-Assessed Competency for Teaching Students with Special Educational 
Needs in order to determine differences between teachers in relation to some sociodemographic 
characteristics of teachers. 

3 RESULTS 

3.1 Teacher competency Scale 
Table 1 shows the basic statistical indicators on the Scale of Self-Assessed Teacher Competency for 
Teaching Students with Special Educational Needs. 

Table 1. Factor structure and descriptive data on the Scale of Self-Assessed Teacher Competency  
for Teaching Students with Special Educational Needs 

For teaching students with special educational needs... h2 β N M (SD) 
... I am highly motivated .737 .859 284 3.90 (.857) 
… I use appropriate teaching methods .693 .833 283 3.76 (.766) 
... I consider myself a quality teacher .587 .766 283 3.69 (.836) 
... I consider myself a competent teacher .371 .609 284 3.34 (.857) 
... I acquired knowledge and skills during my in-service training .371 .609 283 2.90 (.896) 
... I acquired knowledge and skills during my pre-service training .133 .365 284 2.24 (.924) 
Total   284 3.52 (.66) 

The maximum range of responses was achieved on all Scale items, except on the variable “I acquired 
enough knowledge and skills during my studies” (M=2.24, SD= .924). Items “I am highly motivated” 
(M=3.90, SD=0.857), “I use quality methods” (M=3.76, SD=0.766) and “I consider myself an educational 
and informed teacher” (M=3.69, SD=0.836) have the highest arithmetic averages and teachers partially 
assessed themselves as competent (M=3.34, SD= 0.857) and partially as having acquired knowledge 
and skills during professional training (M= 2.90, SD=0.896). 

Factor analysis of the Scale of Self-Assessed Teacher Competency for Teaching Students with Special 
Educational Needs yielded one factor with a characteristic root (2.89) that explains 48% of the variance 
in relation to the entire space of manifest variables. 

Items “I consider myself a competent teacher” (0.859) and “I consider myself an educated and informed 
teacher” (0.833) have the highest saturation on the factor. Items “I use high-quality methods,” “I am 
highly motivated,” and “I acquired enough knowledge and skills during professional development” have 
medium saturation on the factor, while the item “I acquired enough knowledge and skills during my 
studies” has a low saturation (0.365). The items of this factor describe the general feeling of competency, 
education, motivation, information, the use of quality methods by teachers for teaching students with 
special educational needs; therefore, the factor is named the Competency Factor for teaching students 
with special educational needs. 

Teachers’ professional knowledge and skills, personal potential, talents, and personality characteristics 
are important for teaching in inclusive lower primary educations, and the professional demands of the 
job are higher than the reputation of the profession [e.g. [32],[35]). The quality of teaching is a priority, 
and meeting professional expectations results in the high success of students with developmental 
difficulties in mastering content and tasks. Therefore, the primary goal of school reform is to strengthen 
the competency of teachers to work with students with disabilities [36]. Improving the quality and 
efficiency of the learning and teaching process depends on teachers’ professional development. In this 
process, some basic requirements for the teacher are emphasized, such as the teacher’s professional 
commitment to their own learning, professional autonomy, dynamic understanding of learning as well 
as the collaboration and connection with the community [21]. Today’s teachers can meet the needs of 
society only with adequate competencies. Considering the numerous tasks that teachers face, the fact 
is that being a successful teacher today is one of the most difficult goals. Teachers set tasks for students 
and encourage them to work as much as their possibilities and abilities allow, and the effect of the work 
of a quality teacher will be reflected in their students’ progress. 
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3.2 Differences in accordance with teacher socio-demographic data 
Analyses of the variance were performed in order to determine whether teachers differ in their self-
assessed competencies for teaching students with special educational needs in relation to some socio-
demographic features (gender, age, county, position at school, level of completed studies, attending 
courses on teaching students with special educational needs, teacher professional development, work 
with students with special educational needs, and received support at work) (Table 2). 

Table 2. Results of variance analysis on the composite variable of competencies 
 in relation to teachers’ socio-demographic characteristics 

Scale of competency  N M (SD) F (df) p 

Age 

< 35 86 3.47 (.687) 
2.871 
(3.27) 

.037 
36-45 79 3.48 (.647) 
46-55 74 3.46 (.623) 
56 > 36 3.82 (.675) 

Course in the study program 
yes 96 3.67 (.595) 7.742 

(1.275) 
0.006 

no 181 3.44 (.683) 

Professional development 
yes 191 3.57 (.655) 4.654 

(1.271) 
.032 

no 82 3.38 (.669) 
*p<0.05 

There is a statistically significant difference in teachers’ self-assessed competencies for teaching 
students with disabilities in relation to age, the statement about the course attended during the study 
program, and participation in professional development for teaching students with disabilities. No 
statistically significant differences were obtained in relation to gender, county, teacher’s position in lower 
primary education teaching and subject teaching, and level of education. 

Teachers older than 56 years (M=3.82, SD= 0.67) are considered to be statistically significantly more 
competent in teaching students with special educational needs compared to middle-aged teachers between 
46 and 55 years of age (M=3.46, SD= .623). Also, teachers who stated that during their studies they 
attended a course on teaching students with special educational needs and those who received professional 
training to teach students with special educational needs are also considered more competent. Teacher 
education has been significantly transformed from a two-year professional, through a four-year professional 
to a four-year university study, and five years ago it became a five-year study at the level of a master's 
degree. Subject teachers do not have this course in their study programs, unlike teachers who were 
educated 30 years ago, because such an obligation was introduced in Croatia in 1980 [37]. The majority of 
teachers stated that they had not attended a course on teaching students with disabilities; a finding similar 
to the one obtained in the study [32], in which half of preschool teachers stated that they did not participate 
in such a course. It remains an open question why half of the teachers and preschool teachers did not report 
attending this course. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
This study sought to examine the differences in teachers' perceived competencies in teaching students 
with severe disabilities in accordance with socio-demographic data and participation in professional 
development during pre-service (report of attending a course on teaching students with special 
educational needs) and in-service training in the field of inclusive teaching. There is a statistically 
significant difference in the self-assessed competencies of teachers for teaching students with 
disabilities among teachers in relation to age, the statement about the course attended during their 
studies, and participation in professional development for teaching students with disabilities. No 
statistically significant differences were obtained in relation to gender, county, teacher position in lower 
primary education teaching and subject teaching, and level of education. 

Given that professional development does not take place in a vacuum and is subject to constant change, 
it is important that it includes other elements in a wider context, such as the educational needs, 
conditions, and opportunities of teachers, which can also affect the quality and effectiveness of their 
professional development practice [22]. Namely, the success of the learning and teaching process 
depends on the existing contextual educational conditions and opportunities that should be taken into 
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account when considering the participation of teachers in professional development in the field of 
inclusive teaching. The findings of this research also point to the exceptional importance of 
strengthening teacher competency in inclusive lower primary educations and improving the quality of 
their professional development. 
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