
Hrvatska revija za rehabilitacijska istraživanja 2020, Vol 56, br. 2, str. 105-120

105

THE QUALITY OF INCLUSIVE EDUCATION FROM THE 
PERSPECTIVE OF TEACHERS IN POLAND AND CROATIA

ANAMARIJA ŽIC RALIĆ1, DANIELA CVITKOVIĆ1, AGNIESZKA ŻYTA2, KATARZYNA 
ĆWIRYNKAŁO2

1Faculty of Education and Rehabilitation Sciences, University of Zagreb, Croatia, contact: anamarija.zic.ralic@erf.hr 
2University of Warmia and Mazury in Olsztyn, Poland

Received:13.09.2019. 	 Original research article 
Accepted: 14.09.2020.	 UDK: 37-051(438)(497.5):376 
	 doi: 10.31299/hrri.56.2.6

Abstract: The aim of the study was to explore Croatian and Polish teachers’ opinions on quality of inclusive education. A 
sample of 173 teachers from Poland and 139 from Croatia completed the Scale on Quality Indicators for Inclusion – for Teachers. 
In general, teachers reported positive assessments of inclusion quality. Respondents from both countries gave highest ratings on 
the subscale Support monitoring and evaluation, while the lowest ratings were given on the subscale Teaching assistant support 
by Polish participants and on the subscale Resources for inclusive education by the Croatian sample. Poland teachers gave higher 
ratings than Croatian teachers on all the subscales except Teaching assistant support. The discussion makes an attempt to present 
how two different societal contexts shape the development and implementation of inclusion.
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INTRODUCTION 

The provision of high-quality, inclusive edu-
cation for all children regardless of their abilities 
and disabilities has been perceived as an essential 
goal in initiatives and legislation for a long time 
(UNESCO 1994). Despite a wide variety of the 
proportion of students with special education needs 
in mainstream education in European countries, a 
strong international trend towards inclusion can be 
observed (Winter, O’Raw 2010; Soriano, Watkins 
and Ebersold, 2017; Ferguson, 2008). Currently, 
the focus is on school practices and supports that 
ensure high-quality education that would guarantee 
academic achievements and behavioural progress 
for all students. 

For the purpose of this study, the theory of 
Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson (2006) was used, 
according to which inclusion can be perceived 
in three overlapping ways: as reducing barriers 
to learning and participation for all students, as 
increasing the capacity of schools to respond to 
the diversity of students in their local commu-
nities in ways that treat them all equally, and as 

putting inclusive values into action in educa-
tion and society. Moreover, inclusion is under-
stood as a multidimensional concept which 
contributes to full respect for human rights, 
social justice and provides equal opportunities to 
all, affirming the social model of approach to dif-
ferences (Hornby, 2014).

Research findings suggest that inclusion may 
take various forms depending on the contexts 
but despite these differences, there is a substan-
tial agreement regarding the key practices which 
support the implementation of inclusion (Lindsay 
2003; Winter and O’Raw, 2010). Based on the lit-
erature review, the indicators include: welcoming 
and supportive school / class climate, curriculum 
adaptations, refocused use of instructions and 
assessment, programme planning and Individual 
Education Plan (IEP) development, appropriate 
programme implementation, peer interactions, 
individual student support, appropriate funding 
levels, family-school partnership and parental 
involvement, collaborative planning and teach-
ing, and professional development (Booth and 
Ainscow 2002; Winter and O’Raw 2010; Ivančić 
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2012; Loreman 2013; Forlin et al. 2013; Carter et 
al. 2016, Saloviita and Schaffus 2016). The analy-
sis of studies on inclusion indicates that the move 
to support inclusive practices at schools should be 
supported by all stakeholders: people responsible 
for educational policy (Fernandez-Batanero and El 
Homrani 2016), teachers (Ćwirynkało et al. 2017, 
Saloviita and Schaffus 2016), children (Adderley 
et al. 2015, Carter et al. 2016) and their parents.

For the purpose of this study, Ivančić’s (2012) 
model of indicators of quality of inclusive edu-
cation was used. This model is based on the con-
cept of inclusive education as a reform that sup-
ports and welcomes diversity amongst all learners 
(UNESCO, 2001). This model is based on existing 
knowledge about inclusive education and Ainscow, 
Booth, and Dyson’s theory (2006). Based on the 
theory, the tool ‘Index for inclusion’ was creat-
ed with the purpose to improve schools accord-
ing to inclusive values. The ‘Index for Inclusion’ 
(Booth and Ainscow 2002) focuses attention on 
three dimensions of school life, i.e. practices, 
policies and cultures and, as other studies prove, 
provides a research-based agenda that can be 
used to plan, guide and monitor action research 
activities in schools and classrooms (Ainscow, 
Booth, Dyson 2006). Ivančić’s model of indica-
tors of quality of inclusive education (Ivančić, 
2012) consists of six indicators: Inclusive ethos 
of the school, Curriculum focused on students, 
Differentiated teaching and learning, Support in 
monitoring and evaluation, Teaching assistant sup-
port and Resources for inclusive education. The 
inclusive ethos of the school reflects willingness 
for education of ALL, reflects the atmosphere of 
tolerance and acceptance of diversity, and applies 
to all subjects in school, including school profes-
sionals, students, parents and other staff (Ivančić, 
2012). This is one of the key areas in inclusive 
education (Lausselet, 2005). Ivančić (2012) points 
to the importance of such a curriculum that enables 
effective teaching all students with support in mon-
itoring and evaluation. This model emphasises dif-
ferentiated teaching and learning that includes IEP 
as well as teaching assistant support and profes-
sional team support. The team-based collaboration 
of teachers and related personnel support becomes 
more important when the number of students with 

disabilities in development that is integrated into 
general education increases (Gallagher, Malone, 
Lander, 2009). Resources for inclusive education 
include removing obstacles and providing material 
equipment for all students, as well as competency 
of all school staff for inclusion (Ivančić, 2012).

Background

In this work, we compare teacher’s perspective 
on the quality of inclusive education in Croatia and 
Poland, European countries with certain similarities 
and differences in the approach towards inclusive 
education. The two states belong to the block of 
post-communist European countries in which stu-
dents with disabilities were often marginalised and 
institutionalised. However, both countries became 
European Union members (Poland since 2004, 
Croatia since 2013) and ratified the Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (Croatia 
– in 2007, Poland – in 2012), which influenced the 
educational policy towards disadvantaged groups 
of children. Furthermore, both Poland and Croatia 
have a relatively long history of implementing 
integration/inclusion in education (the right of 
students with disabilities to learn in mainstream 
schools was legalised in 1980 in Croatia and in 
1991 in Poland). In Croatia, there is a tendency to 
place the children in mainstream education, but 
children with severe disabilities more often attend 
special education schools. In the Polish educational 
system, it is the right of parents to decide whether 
their child with special education needs will be 
educated in a segregated, integrative or inclusive 
form of education (Chrzanowska 2015). Despite 
satisfactory legal regulations in both countries, 
the process of providing all learners with equal 
educational opportunities is still considered a chal-
lenge. The main problems of inclusive education 
in Croatia and Poland are the lack of specialists in 
schools, insufficient amount of didactic aids for 
children with special education needs, architectural 
barriers, lack of professional education and rehabil-
itation support, (in)competence and work overload 
of teachers as well as not always positive attitudes 
towards inclusion of children with special edu-
cation needs (Žic Ralić 2012; Kranjčec Mlinarić 
et.al. 2016; Ciechanowski et al. 2010; Ćwirynkało, 
2013). Although some studies (e.g. Ćwirynkało and 
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Żyta 2015; Žic Ralić, 2012) indicate that there have 
been a number of positive changes in the past sev-
eral years, many schools still lack solutions and 
an atmosphere that could be called fully inclusive.

Teacher’s perception of educational inclusion

Most previous research related to the inclusion 
have examined the attitudes of teachers towards 
students with disabilities, attitudes toward inclusion 
and willingness and readiness to work in inclusive 
conditions (De Boer, Pijl, Minnaert, 2011). Teachers 
with more positive attitudes towards inclusion were 
more likely to adapt their classroom learning envi-
ronment to meet the needs of a range of students 
(Ryan, 2009; De Boer, Pijl, Minnaert, 2011). In 
these classroom environments there are greater 
levels of satisfaction and cohesiveness and lower 
levels of friction, competitiveness and difficulty 
than in the ones with teachers who held less posi-
tive attitudes (Monsen, Ewing, & Kwoka, 2014). 

Research shows that Croatian teachers have a 
generally positive attitude towards inclusion, they 
are ready to accept students with disabilities, they 
have a tolerant approach and respect children’s 
rights, and they understand the positive effect of 
inclusion on the social development of students 
with disabilities, but also on other students (Martan, 
2018; Ljubić & Kiš-Glavaš, 2003; Bouillet, 2013; 
Kranjčec Mlinarić, Žic Ralić & Lisak, 2016; Skočić 
Mihić, Gabrić & Bošković, 2016). However, 
teachers also show a certain degree of indecision 
in their attitudes and provide conditional support 
to inclusive education, emphasising insufficient 
school readiness to implement inclusion, con-
cerns about the impact of student disability 
on teacher’s management of the classroom, as 
well as unwillingness to take full responsibility 
to teach students with disabilities (Bouillet, 2013; 
Bouillet & Bukvić, 2015; Martan, 2018). Croatian 
teachers are more likely to teach students with 
milder difficulties than those with more complex 
educational needs, which reflects their insecurity, 
unpreparedness and insufficient knowledge of the 
peculiarities and student needs as well as lack of 
professional support (Martan, 2018). According to 
Čepić, Tatalović Vorkapić, Lončarić, Anđić, Skočić 
Mihić, Kalin, and Šteh (2017), Croatian teachers, 
similarly to Slovenian teachers, assess themselves as 

qualified for inclusive education using advice from 
support staff, for the application of individualised 
procedures, cooperation and creating classroom envi-
ronment through strengthening students’ social skills 
and positive class discipline. According to Kudek 
Mirošević and Jurčević Lozančić (2014), Croatian 
teachers find that they lack adequate knowledge for 
working with students with developmental disabili-
ties in general, and that existing professional devel-
opment that is offered is not sufficiently practical. 

Croatian authors Nikčević-Milković, Jurković 
and Durdov (2019) have found mostly positive 
perception of the implementation of inclusion by 
teachers in Lika-Senj County. The majority of 
teachers in the sample did not have courses on 
teaching students with disabilities during their 
pre-service teacher training. Nevertheless, teach-
ers with less training for teaching students with 
special education needs, but with greater support 
from schools, have more positive estimates of 
their teaching methodology and are more likely 
to apply individualised programmes, attend pro-
fessional development and establish cooperation. 
Perception of inclusion is more positive if there are 
fewer students with special education needs per 
class, teachers are younger and if subject teachers 
have humanities and social studies profiles. 

Polish studies conducted among teachers indi-
cate that they have a positive attitude towards inte-
gration and inclusion (Barańska & Sirak, 2015; 
Domagała-Zyśk, 2018) and see benefits of inclusion 
for both children with disabilities (Bartnikowska, 
Ćwirynkało & Żyta, 2016) and typically develop-
ing children (Bartnikowska, Ćwirynkało & Żyta, 
2016). Teachers present a high level of acceptance 
for inclusion in case of students with milder forms 
of disability: hearing and visual impairment as 
well as mild intellectual disability (Ćwirynkało & 
Żyta, 2015; Uberman & Mach, 2016). The level 
of acceptance for the presence of students who 
are blind, deaf or with deep intellectual disabili-
ties in the integration and public schools is defi-
nitely lower (Ćwirynkało & Żyta, 2015; Bąbka & 
Podgruszewska, 2016; Uberman & Mach, 2016). 
Teachers also report concerns about their own com-
petences to support students with special education 
needs: they see the need to train and improve their 
own skills (Bartnikowska, Ćwirynkało & Żyta, 
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2016; Bąbka & Podgruszewska, 2016; Skotnicka, 
2016; Uberman & Mach, 2016).

Several papers have dealt with the perception of 
quality of inclusion using adaptation of the Index 
for inclusion. Braunsteiner and Mariano-Lapidus 
(2017) investigated the perceptions of, and attitudes 
toward, inclusive schooling in teacher and admin-
istrative candidates in the USA and Austria using 
items derived from the Index for Inclusion (Booth 
and Ainscow, 2011). Responses were analysed 
in terms of differences between institutions, past 
experience and certification area. Participants from 
both institutions reported statistically high levels of 
support for inclusive education, with the US par-
ticipants also reporting statistically high levels for 
self-efficacy in implementing inclusive practices. 
However, the majority of candidates from both 
institutions (58% for the USA and 64% for Austria) 
stated that inclusion was not always appropriate.

In Spain, an adaptation of the Index for 
Inclusion was applied to a large sample of 430 fam-
ilies, teachers, and managers (Sánchez Rodríguez 
Sandoval, 2019). In this paper the authors analysed 
the discrepancy between the highest results related 
to some indicators, such as high expectations for all 
the students and inclusive viewpoint proposed by 
the management team, and the worst results, which 
related to issues which have traditionally been a 
barrier to educational quality and inclusion. They 
also discussed the formulation of some questions 
which implied socially desirable answers.

In these studies the length of teaching in inclu-
sive settings was not examined. Teaching experi-
ence in inclusive school has an impact on teach-
ing attitudes (Moberg 2003), therefore we would 
propose that it could reflect correlation between 
the length of teaching and assessment of quality 
of inclusion.

Purpose of the study

Very few papers have examined the perception 
of the quality of inclusion by teachers. The purpose 
of this study is to contribute to insights into teachers’ 
subjective estimation of the quality of inclusion in 
two European countries. The study is focused on 
teacher’s estimation because they are important bear-
ers of inclusive process, daily engaged in realisation 

of inclusive education. Therefore, it is important to 
find how teachers assess the quality of inclusion, in 
which areas they feel that there is room for improve-
ment, and where they see barriers to inclusion. Their 
assessment of the quality of their own work and the 
work of the school due to the inclusion of indicators 
is important also because it can boost self-reflection 
and thus affect their future inclusive teaching prac-
tice (Zeichner, & Liston, 1987).

The paper is an outcome of the research project 
“Quality of inclusion indicators from the perspective 
of Croatian and Polish education teachers”, which 
was carried out by the team members from two uni-
versities: the University of Zagreb in the Republic of 
Croatia and the University of Warmia and Mazury 
in Olsztyn, the Republic of Poland (2016-2018). 
The research was based on the Booth and Ainscow 
model of inclusion. The aim of the study was to 
explore and compare Croatian and Polish teachers’ 
opinions on quality of inclusive education.

Three research questions were created:
1.	 How do Polish and Croatian teachers estima-

te the quality of inclusion, taking into account 
the following indicators: inclusive ethos of the 
school, curriculum focused on students, diffe-
rentiated learning and teaching, teaching assi-
stant support, resources for inclusive education, 
support monitoring? 

2.	 Are there any statistically significant differences 
between teachers’ opinions on quality indicators 
for inclusive education in Poland and Croatia?

3.	 Are there statistically significant differences in 
assessments of inclusion quality regarding the 
teachers’ length of service?

METHOD

In order to answer the research questions, a diag-
nostic survey method was used. The research was 
embedded in the quantitative research paradigm. 

Measuring Instruments

Participants were asked to complete the General 
questionnaire for teachers, which consisted of 
questions about age, gender, and working experience.

The Scale on Quality Indicators for Inclusion 
– for Teachers (Ivančić, 2012) was used to measure 
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the quality of inclusive education in primary schools 
in Croatia and Poland. The Scale was created by 
Ivančić and Stančić (Ivančić, 2012) on the basic of 
inclusive practice, questionnaires for self-evaluation 
of school quality in Croatia (Bezinović, 2010) and 
questionnaires represented in the Index for Inclusion 
(Booth et. al. 2000; Booth & Ainscow, 2002). The 
Scale was translated from Croatian into Polish for-
ward and backward in order to avoid differences in 
meaning between the Croatian and Polish versions 
of the scale. The instrument consists of six subscales: 
Inclusive ethos of the school (28 items; example: 
“Regardless of their mutual differences, students of 
this school feel they are accepted at the school”), 
Curriculum focused on students (7 items; example: 
“The curriculum meets the diverse educational needs 
of our students”), Differentiated teaching and learn-
ing (25 items; example: “Teachers use the teaching 
methods best suited to the needs of individual stu-
dents”), Support in monitoring and evaluation (21 
items; example: “Teachers regularly keep records 
of the work and progress of all their students”), 
Teaching assistant support (5 items; example: “In 
this school, students have a teaching assistant when 
necessary”) and Resources for inclusive education 
(26 items; example: “Our school has specific equip-
ment for students with disabilities”) (Ivančić, 2012). 
Items are rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale; each 
item receives a score between one to five: strongly 
agree (1), generally agree (2), I cannot decide (3), 
generally disagree (4) or strongly disagree (5). The 
teacher should choose the statement that best fits the 
real situation in the school. A lower score indicates 
a higher quality of inclusion (Ivančić, 2012). Both 
Croatian and Polish versions of the Scale on Quality 
Indicators for Inclusion – for Teachers showed good 
reliability (Cronbach alpha was 0.96 for the Croatian 
scale and 0.95 for the Polish scale).

Participants, Setting and Procedure

The sample consisted of teachers (N=139 from 
Croatia; N=173 from Poland) in charge of students 

in the second grade of primary school, amongst 
whom at least one student had special education 
needs. The study took place in the school year 
2016/2017 and involved 99 schools (out of 166 
invited to participate in the research) from Croatia 
(two districts: Zagreb and Zagreb County) and 
47 schools (out of 60 invited to participate in 
the research) from Poland (three voivodeships: 
Kuyavian-Pomeranian, Warmian-Masurian and 
Podlaskie). There is no reason to expect that the 
quality of inclusive education in these regions in 
Croatia and Poland is different from the quality of 
inclusive education throughout the country.

The following sampling criteria were taken into 
account: 

•	 working in a mainstream primary school; 
•	 being an in-service teacher in charge of 

second grade students amongst whom at least 
one had special education needs;

•	 in Poland: residence in one of the selected voi-
vodeships (Kuyavian-Pomeranian, Warmian-
Masurian and Podlaskie); in Croatia: residen-
ce in one of two Croatian districts (Zagreb or 
Zagreb County);

•	 giving consent to participate in research.
The vast majority of participants in both coun-

tries were female (Croatia – 94.2%; Poland – 
98.3%). Such a distribution is an adequate gender 
balance since at early education level there is a 
significant proportion of women teachers in the 
two countries.

Table 1 presents the age and work experience of 
the sample. There were no statistically significant 
differences in age and length of service between 
Croatian and Polish teachers.

RESULTS

Referring to Research question number 1 (How 
do Polish and Croatian teachers rate the quality 
of inclusion?), our interest was focused on how 
Polish and Croatian teachers rate the quality of 

Table 1. Sample of teachers – descriptive data 

Gender Age Length of service (in years)
Male female Min max M Std.Dev. Min max M Std.Dev.

Poland 3 170 24 60 45.5 8.17 0.40 38 22.3 9.10
Croatia 5 131 26 60 44.8 9.10 1 38 20.7 10.63
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inclusion in their schools. We took into account the 
following indicators of the quality: Inclusive ethos 
of the school, Curriculum focused on students, 
Differentiated learning and teaching, Teaching 
assistant support, Resources for inclusive educa-
tion, Support monitoring.

In Table 2 are results of descriptive statistics 
regarding the first research question.

Distributions of results on all subscales for both 
countries (except normal distribution of Resources 
for inclusive education for Croatia) were left-
skewed distributions, meaning that majority of 
teachers positively assessed inclusion quality.

Both Croatian and Polish teachers gave highest 
ratings on the subscale Support monitoring and 
evaluation. The teachers positively assessed the 
way of checking knowledge acquired by students 
during lessons. They believe that their students 
receive useful instructions that take into account 
their specific needs and that students are properly 
supported during tests. The high assessment also 
applies to cooperation with parents in the area of ​​
monitoring students’ knowledge. Teachers from 
both countries highly appreciate both the level of 
advice given at school to students regarding the 
directions for further education, as well as the 
parents’ access to information about the elements 
they have for further education of their child, which 
takes into account their knowledge, level of ability 
and interests. 

On the other hand, the lowest ratings were given 
for Resources for inclusive education in a Croatian 
sample and for Teaching assistant support in a 
Polish sample. Resources for inclusive education 
is related to general school environment, teach-
er’s attitudes toward inclusion, physical barriers for 
children with disabilities, equipment, teamwork, 
and cooperation with parents and school profes-
sionals. Teachers gave the lowest ratings in the 
sphere of high-quality school equipment, number 
of different school professionals, cooperation with 
parents at the school level and teacher’s qualifica-
tions for teaching children with disabilities. The 
subscale Teaching assistant support is related to 
access to a teaching assistant who is supposed to 
help in the inclusive educational process, support 
students with special education needs in academic 
and social activities in school and help all students 
in a classroom when necessary.

In order to answer the second research question 
(Are there any statistically significant differences 
between teachers’ opinions on quality indicators 
for inclusive education in Poland and Croatia?), a 
Mann-Whitney U test was done. 

As shown in Table 3, the Mann-Whitney U test 
revealed significant differences between Croatia 
and Poland in assessment of quality of inclusion 
on all subscales except Support in monitoring and 
evaluation. This indicator refers to tracking prog-
ress, preparing for the exam, evaluating achieve-

Table 2. Assessments of quality of inclusion – descriptive statistics

Country Inclusive 
ethos of 

the school

Curriculum 
focused on 
students

Differentiated 
learning and 

teaching

Support 
monitoring 

and evaluation 

Teaching 
assistant 
support

Resources 
for inclusive 

education
Croatia Median 1.536 1.714 1.520 1.429 1.800 2,115

Range 1.57 2.29 1.88 1.52 3.00 2,35
Minimum 1.04 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1,00
Maximum 2.61 3.29 2.88 2.52 4.00 3,35
Kolmogorov smirnov z .101** .122** .108** .113** .131** ,051
Skewness -.700 -.453 -.695 -.796 -.799 -,096

Poland Median 1.464 1.571 1.400 1.333 2.200 1,769
Range 1.82 2.14 1.44 1.62 4.00 2,27
Minimum 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1,00
Maximum 2.82 3.14 2.44 2.62 5.00 3,27
Kolmogorov smirnov z .132** .117** .150** .137** .092** ,087
Skewness -1.158 -.519 -.838 -.969 -.641 -,488

Note. *P<0.05, **p<0.01
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ments, giving feedback and counseling students 
and parents about further education.

Polish teachers gave higher ratings on all sub-
scales, except for the subscale Teaching assistant 
support.

Teachers in Poland rated the following sig-
nificantly better than Croatian teachers: Inclusive 
ethos of the school (acceptance and satisfaction of 
all students, security and support to all students, 
mutual respect among students, respect for diversi-
ty in school, partnership with parents), Curriculum 
focused on students (appropriate to the different 
needs of students), Differentiated teaching and 
learning (assessment of educational needs of stu-
dents, student-oriented planning, different educa-
tional approaches in order to strengthen individual 
potential), and Resources for inclusive education.

The third research question was to see whether 
there are differences in estimations of inclusion 
quality regarding the length of service.

A 2 x 4 ANOVA with country (Croatia, Poland) 
and length of service as between-subject factors 
confirmed the results of the Mann-Whitney U test, 
revealing statistically significant main effects of 
country on all subscales except Support monitor-
ing: Inclusive ethos of the school F (1,302) = 3.95, 

p = 0.04, Curriculum focused on students, F(1,302) 
= 5.36, p = 0.02, Differentiated learning and teach-
ing F(1,302) = 8.71, p=0.00, Support monitoring , 
F(1, 302) = 0.83, p = 0.36, Teaching assistant sup-
port F(1,302) = 27.33, p=0.00; and Resources for 
inclusive education F (1,302) = 15.49, p=0.00.

There was a significant main effect of length of 
service only on the subscale Resources for inclu-
sive education F (3,302) = 2.98, p = 0.03, while 
on the other subscales the main effect of length of 
service was non-significant: Inclusive ethos of the 
school F (3,302) = 0.409, p = 0.76; Curriculum 
focused on students, F (3, 302) = 0.61, p = 0.61; 
Differentiated learning and teaching F (3,302) = 
1.23, p=0.29; Support monitoring, F (3,302) = 0.62, 
p = .60; Teaching assistant support F (3,302) = 
0.78, p=0.51.

The results therefore indicate that teachers who 
had been working fewer than 10 years gave bet-
ter ratings on the subscale Resources for inclusive 
education than those who had been working for 
21-30 years.

The interaction between country and length 
of service was significant only on Differentiated 
learning and teaching F (3,302) = 3.10, p=0.03, 
while there was no interaction between country 

Table 3. Differences in estimations of inclusion quality between Croatian and Polish teachers: results of the Mann-
Whitney U test

Country N Mean Rank Sum of Ranks U z
Inclusive ethos of the 
school

Croatia 139 173.72 24146.50
Poland 173 142.67 24681.50 9630.500 -3.025**
Total 312

Curriculum focused on 
students

Croatia 139 173.14 24066.50
Poland 173 143.13 24761.50 9710.500 -2.933**
Total 312

Differentiated learning and 
teaching

Croatia 139 173.19 24073.00 9704.000
Poland 173 143.09 24755.00 -2.932**
Total 312

Support monitoring and 
evaluation

Croatia 139 164.13 22813.50
Poland 173 150.37 26014.50 10963.500 -1.340
Total 312

Teaching assistant support Croatia 139 127.63 17741.00
Poland 173 179.69 31087.00 8011.000 -5.088**
Total 312

Resources for inclusive 
education

Croatia 139 180.64 25109.00
Poland 173 137.10 23719.00 8668.000 -4.238**
Total 312
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and length of service on other subscales: Inclusive 
ethos of the school F (3,302) = 1.49, p = 0.02; 
Curriculum focused on students F (3,302) = 2.07, 
p =0.10; Support monitoring F (1,302) = 1.72, p = 
0.16; Teaching assistant support F (3,302) = 0.53, 
p=0.66; and Resources for inclusive education F 
(3,302) = 2.37, p=0.07.

In Croatia the best ratings on the subscale 
Differentiated learning and teaching were from 
the group of teachers who had worked 0-10 years 
(length of service), and the lowest ratings were 
from the group that had worked 30-40 years. In 
contrast to Croatia, the best ratings in Poland were 
from the group that had worked 30-40 years. The 
lowest ratings were from the group that had worked 
0-10 years.

DISCUSSION

The present study allowed us to explore three 
areas concerning subjective teachers’ opinions 
on the quality of inclusion in Polish and Croatian 
mainstream school.

First, it describes various indicators of inclusion 
of children with special education needs.

Generally, we can say that both Polish and 
Croatian teachers estimate the quality of inclusion 
positively. This is in accordance with similar stud-
ies that indicate positive assessments of work and 
inclusion by teachers (Żuraw, 2016; Barańska & 
Sirak, 2015; Domagała-Zyśk, 2018; Skočić Mihić, 
Gabrić & Bošković, 2016; Nikčević-Milković, 
Jurković, Durdov, 2019), with scores higher in 
teachers than in case of professionals (Ivančić, 
2012) and students (Labus, Miljkovic, 2011).

The results of the current study indicate that 
teachers from both countries give highest ratings 
on the subscale Support monitoring and evaluation. 
The highest ratings on this subscale in both groups 
of teachers represent a higher level of self-per-
ceived competences regarding monitoring, giving 
instructions that are tailored to individual needs of 
their students, checking acquired knowledge and 
cooperation with parents. These results seem to 
give more insight into teachers’ opinions in Poland, 
since prior research in this field was inconsistent. 
On the one hand, Bidziński et al. (2013) have sug-
gested that teachers believe that their professional 

skills and competences to work with students with 
disabilities are high. On the other hand, however, 
there are a number of studies (Bartnikowska et al., 
2016; Bąbka & Podgruszewska, 2016; Skotnicka, 
2016; Uberman & Mach, 2016) in which teach-
ers’ concerns about their own competences to 
support students with special educational needs 
are emphasised. This result is consistent with the 
findings of Skočić Mihić (2017) that Croatian 
teachers perceive themselves as moderately com-
petent for individualised instruction of students 
from diverse multicultural backgrounds. Although 
previous research indicated insufficient competen-
cies of Croatian teachers for inclusive education 
(Bouillet, Domović, Ivančević, 2017; Skočić Mihić 
et. al, 2014; Bouillet & Bukvić, 2015), results of 
the present study show no differences between 
Polish and Croatian teachers concerning support 
monitoring and evaluation of teachers’ competenc-
es. This result also extends existing knowledge 
gained through other comparative studies, e.g. that 
of Skoćič Mihić (2017), which indicated no differ-
ences between Croatian and Slovenian teachers in 
implementation of individualised instructions to 
diverse students. 

The analysis of the results of the Polish sample 
shows that the lowest ratings were on the subscale 
Teaching assistant support. This result is in accor-
dance with previous studies (Ćwirynkało, 2013; 
Bidziński et al., 2013) where teachers indicated 
insufficient numbers of assistants, special educa-
tors, psychologists and therapists in Polish main-
stream schools. 

For the Croatian sample the lowest ratings were 
given on Resources for inclusive education. This 
result is in line with one Spanish study (Sánchez 
Rodríguez Sandoval, 2019) and numerous Croatian 
studies (Ivančić, 2012; Nikčević-Milković et al., 
2019; Čepić et al., 2017; Kudek Mirošević & 
Jurčević Lozančić, 2014; Kranjčec Mlinarić, Žic 
Ralić, & Lisak, 2016). Despite changes concern-
ing inclusion quality in a Croatian school system, 
teachers still emphasise the need for more support 
from experts in special education needs, e.g. spe-
cial pedagogues and the need for professional train-
ing in this field (Nikčević-Milković et al., 2019; 
Čepić et al., 2017; Kudek Mirošević & Jurčević 
Lozančić, 2014). In a similar study (Kranjčec 
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Mlinarić et al., 2016), teachers also mentioned the 
need for systematic solutions regarding funding as 
well as removing physical barriers and provision 
of learning material. 

The second area analysed in this study referred 
to the comparison of Polish and Croatian teach-
ers’ assessments of the quality of inclusion. This 
comparison indicates that teachers from Poland 
give higher ratings than Croatian teachers of their 
self-perceived competences for providing inclusive 
education (represented by curriculum focused on 
students and differentiated learning and teaching) 
as well as of perceived inclusiveness on the school 
level (represented by inclusive ethos of school and 
resources for inclusive education). 

The results concerning significantly better 
self-perception of Polish teacher’s competences for 
inclusive education that refers to creating a curricu-
lum focused on students, assessment of educational 
needs of students, student-oriented planning and 
different educational approaches, could be sup-
ported with previous studies that might indicate 
higher self-perceived competence in Polish than in 
Croatian teachers. While Polish teachers perceive 
themselves as highly competent for inclusive edu-
cation (Bidziński et al. 2013), Croatian teachers 
are not so positive towards their preparedness for 
the same challenges (Skočić Mihić, 2017; Bouillet, 
Domović, Ivančević, 2017; Kranjčec Mlinarić et 
al., 2016; Bouillet & Bukvić, 2015; Domović, 
Vizek Vidović, Bouillet, 2017). Although Croatian 
teachers generally support the inclusive process, 
teaching students with disabilities is a major 
challenge for which they are not fully prepared 
(Bouillet et al., 2017). Previous research consis-
tently shows that teachers in Croatia do not have 
sufficient competencies to work with children with 
disabilities (Skočić Mihić et. al, 2014; Bouillet & 
Bukvić, 2015; Domović, Vizek Vidović, Bouillet, 
2017); however, they perceive themselves as mod-
erately competent for the development, implemen-
tation and evaluation of IEP for students with dis-
abilities, as well as for individualised instructions 
(Skočić Mihić, 2017). 

Higher results in the Polish sample may 
be associated with their high satisfaction with 
work, which would be in line with the research 
by Wiśniewski (1990) and their generally posi-

tive attitudes towards inclusion (Ćwirynkało and 
Żyta 2015; Ćwirynkało and Myśliwczyk 2016; 
Żuraw 2016). This is also in accordance with 
prior research conducted in Poland and Croatia 
by Ćwirynkało et al. (2017), which indicated that 
Polish elementary teachers received higher scores 
on two components of attitudes towards inclusion: 
affective (beliefs about the efficacy of inclusion) 
and cognitive (perceptions of students with mild 
to moderate disabilities).

In addition, possible explanation of the results 
could be the greater exposure of Croatian teachers 
to the challenges of inclusive education in compari-
son with Polish teachers. Research by the European 
Union on implementation of inclusive education 
for learners with disabilities (Soriano, Watkins and 
Ebersold, 2017, pg. 30-34) shows the differences 
between Croatia and Poland in the percentage of 
students with special education needs enrolled in 
regular schools. In Croatia, over 90% of children 
with disabilities attend regular mainstream schools, 
and less than 10% of children with special educa-
tion needs and those with severe disabilities study 
in special schools; in Poland, less than 50% of stu-
dents with special education needs participate in 
inclusive education settings, while the majority of 
students with special education needs are in special 
schools (Soriano et al., 2017). That places a lot 
of responsibility on Croatian teachers, especially 
when they do not have support from profession-
al staff competent to deal with the challenges of 
teaching children with disabilities. Most children 
with intellectual disability, as well as children with 
ASD, attend regular classes in Croatia and meeting 
their needs could be a challenge for their teachers. 

Another possible explanation is that teachers in 
Poland receive more support in complementation 
of inclusive education. Although teacher’s assis-
tants are employed almost exclusively when the 
class contains students with autism spectrum dis-
order, Asperger syndrome and multiple disabilities 
(Dudzińska and Niedźwiedzka 2018), educators 
in Poland usually do receive support from speech 
therapists, school pedagogues and special peda-
gogues. Many Croatian teachers from this sample 
and in general are not supported by special peda-
gogues or other specialised professionals or insti-
tutions, they must handle too many students in the 
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class and they are dissatisfied with the way the 
inclusion is carried out (Kranjčec Mlinarić et al., 
2016; Bouillet, 2013). These factors are reflected 
in their significantly lower assessment of school 
inclusiveness in the present study. On the other 
hand, teachers who have available professional 
support, positive school atmosphere and additional 
education, rate more highly the quality of inclusive 
school organisation, inclusive classroom approach 
and objective indicators of quality of inclusion 
(Wagner Jakab, Lisak and Cvitković, 2016). The 
importance of professional support to teachers in 
implementation of inclusive education has also 
been proven in recent Croatian studies (Nikčević-
Milković et al., 2019; Skočić Mihić, 2017). 

Croatian teachers rated quality of inclusion 
more highly than Polish teachers only for Teaching 
assistant support. The Croatian educational system 
recommends that each school should provide teach-
ing assistants in the classroom, interpreters of sign 
language or a personal assistant to students who, 
according to a decision on the appropriate form 
of education, need the necessary support in learn-
ing, moving and doing school activities and tasks 
(Official Gazette 63/2008 and 90/2010). Teachers 
and students point out the satisfaction with the sup-
port provided by the assistants (Krampač-Grljušić, 
Lisak and Žic Ralić, 2010; Krampač-Grljušić, Žic 
Ralić and Lisak, 2010). Nonetheless, taking into 
account some shortcomings, it seems that in Poland 
access to teaching assistants is more restricted. As 
highlighted before, they are rarely hired, usually 
in the case of integrative classes with 3-5 students 
with special education needs, or mainstream class-
es with children with autism spectrum disorder or 
a multiple disability. The vast majority of teachers 
who took part in the current study did not work 
with such assistants. 

As far as the third research question (referring to 
the length of service) is concerned, the results of the 
current study suggest that in Croatia the best ratings 
on the subscale Differentiated learning and teach-
ing came from the group of teachers with shorter 
work experience, and the lowest ratings from the 
group of participants with the longest experience. 
This result is in accordance with the finding of 
Skočić Mihić, Gabrić and Bošković (2016) that 
younger teachers, with higher level of education 

and less than 20 years of working experience, who 
have been exposed to at least one course on teach-
ing in inclusive classes during their studies, are 
more convinced that inclusive education promotes 
inclusive values in the community and contributes 
to both academic and social development of both 
typically-developing students as well as those 
with disabilities. Older teachers, with lower level 
of education and more working experience, who 
were educated in traditional schools from which 
students with disabilities were excluded, recognise 
fewer advantages of modern inclusive education in 
comparison with younger colleagues. 

Contrary to Croatia, in Poland the best ratings 
came from the group of teachers who had worked 
longer, while the lowest ratings came from the 
group with the shortest experience. In the case 
of the Polish sample, we suppose these results 
may be explained by teachers’ experience work-
ing with students with various special education 
needs. Perhaps older teachers feel more confident, 
and their self-efficacy skills are higher. This is in 
line with prior research which indicates that older 
teachers had higher scores on the affective scale of 
beliefs about the efficacy of inclusion (Ćwirynkało 
et al. 2017) and suggests that teachers with more 
in-service inclusion experience are more prone to 
feel positively about inclusion (Jobb et al. 1996, 
Rakap, Kaczmerek, 2010). 

Also, research carried out by Gajdzica (2012) 
about the opinions of Polish and Czech teachers 
on the changes in the education of students with 
intellectual disabilities, showed that Polish teachers 
with shorter work experience are more sceptical 
about inclusion solutions, especially in the case 
of students with moderate and severe intellectual 
disability. 

On the contrary, other studies (e.g. Center et al. 
1987, Vaz et al. 2015) suggest that older teachers 
hold more negative attitudes towards inclusion, 
which seems to be in line with the results of the 
Croatian sample. In this case the explanation may 
lie in generally more open, pro-inclusive attitudes 
of younger teachers in Croatia. We also think that 
it is possible that different results in the two coun-
tries may be the consequence of different systems 
of educating pre-service and in-service teachers 
in Poland and Croatia. In the case of Croatia, we 
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suppose that younger teachers are more likely to be 
better trained in differentiated learning and teach-
ing, since at the university level all teaching studies 
have at least one course about teaching children 
with disabilities. In Poland such courses are also 
obligatory, but it is also very common for in-ser-
vice teachers to participate in various qualification 
courses (including post-graduate studies) that deal 
with special education. In Croatia older teachers 
also have a possibility to learn through lifelong 
learning, but such learning is not obligatory and 
there is no system to encourage teachers to acquire 
specific competences required for inclusive educa-
tion (Batarelo Kokić et al. 2009). 

LIMITATIONS

Several limitations to this study could be taken 
into consideration. First, the data were not collect-
ed in all the regions of the two countries, so there 
are limitations in making generalisations. Also, a 
relatively small sample size limits the interpreta-
tions. Moreover, in the assessment of quality of 
inclusion, only teachers’ perspectives were taken 
into account. In order to investigate the quality of 
inclusion, the perspectives of other stakeholders 
(e.g. principals, parents, students) should be includ-
ed. Finally, in order to gain a more comprehensive, 
in-depth view on the research subject, qualitative 
methods could be applied (e.g. interviews, obser-
vations) in further studies. 

CONCLUSION

Both Polish and Croatian early education teach-
ers gave positive subjective assessments of inclu-
sion quality. Teachers from both countries gave 
the highest ratings of self-perceived competences 
regarding monitoring, giving instructions that are 
tailored to individual needs of their students, check-
ing acquired knowledge and cooperation with par-

ents. The lowest ratings were given on the subscale 
‘Teaching assistant support’ by Polish participants 
and on the subscale ‘Resources for inclusive edu-
cation’ by the Croatian sample. The comparison of 
Polish and Croatian teachers’ assessments indicates 
that teachers from Poland rated their self-perceived 
competences for providing inclusive education 
as well as perceived inclusiveness on the school 
level higher than Croatian teachers. Croatian teach-
ers gave a more positive assessment than Polish 
teachers about the quality of inclusion only with 
respect to teaching assistant support. The compar-
ison of Polish and Croatian teachers’ subjective 
assessments of inclusion quality in accordance 
with the length of service shows that less expe-
rienced teachers in Croatia and more experienced 
teachers in Poland have more positive assessments 
of their own competencies for assessing students’ 
educational needs, student-oriented planning and 
applying different educational approaches than 
more experienced teachers in Croatia and less 
experienced teachers in Poland. 

Based on these findings, the priorities for fur-
ther development of quality inclusive education in 
both countries are improvement of support avail-
able to children with special education needs and to 
their teachers, as well as improvement of teachers’ 
competences for inclusive education. 
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