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Abstract. Aim. This study aims to assess the attitudes, interactions, and
readiness of Ukrainian secondary school students for inclusive education with peers
who have special educational needs, addressing the critical gap in empirical data
about Ukrainian students’ perspectives on inclusion. Methods. An extensive survey
was conducted using Google Forms targeting 327 secondary school students from 15
educational institutions in the Lubny district of the Poltava region, Ukraine, during
martial law conditions. The majority of respondents were 15-16 years old. The survey
covered classroom composition, interaction frequency, comfort levels, preferred
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activities, emotional responses, perceived barriers, and suggestions for improving
relationships. Results. Findings reveal significant variations in inclusive education
experiences. Regarding classroom composition, 42.5% of students do not have peers
with special educational needs, 25.5% do have them, and 25.9% are unaware of their
presence. Interaction frequency shows 47.1% rarely interact with peers with special
needs, while 25.1% never engage with them. However, 77.8% express willingness to
participate in inclusive activities, with school celebrations most popular (26.8%).
When encountering peers with special needs, 43.3% feel a desire to help, while 50.8%
would treat them like any other classmate. Main barriers include not knowing how to
communicate (32%), lack of interest (28.3%), and fear of doing something wrong
(22.7%). Students identify joint activities (42.3%) as primary solutions for improving
relationships. Conclusions. Ukrainian secondary school students demonstrate
predominantly positive attitudes toward inclusive education, with strong natural
empathy and supportive instincts toward peers with special educational needs. The
study reveals a critical gap between positive intentions and actual interaction patterns,
with communication uncertainty emerging as the primary obstacle. This gap highlights
the need for practical guidance and training. The research concludes that Ukrainian
secondary school students show encouraging readiness for inclusive education, but
this potential requires systematic development through enhanced communication
training, increased joint activities, and structured peer support programs to bridge the
gap between positive attitudes and confident interaction skills.

Keywords: special educational needs, educational inclusion, disability attitudes,
peer acceptance, student interactions, inclusive culture, school integration, inclusive

practices, regional research, disability awareness.
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Mema. Lle Odocniddicenns mac Ha memi OYIHUMU CMABIEHHS, 83AEMOOJII0 Mad
20MOBHICMb YUHIB YKPAIHCHKUX CePeOHIX WK 00 IHKIIO3UBHOT 0C8IMU 3 0OHONIMKAMU,
SAKI Mawomes 0coOIU8l 0C8imHI nompedu, 3an08HIOYU KPUMUYHY HPO2ATUH) 8
eMNIPUYHUX OAHUX NPO NO2NAOU YKPAIHCObKUX Y4HIE Ha iHKI03it0. Memoou. Byno
npogedeno macwmadne onumysanus 3a oonomozoro Google Forms, oxonuswiu 327
VUHIB cepedHix wiKil 3 15 nasuanvnux 3axnadis Jlybencvkozo pationy Ilonmascokoi
oonacmi Yxkpainu nio yac 0ii goenHo2o cmany. binbwicms pecnonoenmis 6yau 8ikom
15-16 pokis. OnumyeanHs OXONIIOBANO CKIAO KAACY, YACMOMY 83AEMOOIi, pigeHb
Komgpopmy, badxcani eudu OisIbHOCMI, eMOYilHi peaxyii, cnpuunami oap’epu ma
npono3uyii wo0o NoKpawjeHHs cmocyHkis. Pesynemamu. Jlocniodxcenns 6useguse
3HAUHI BIOMIHHOCMI 8 00C8I0I IHKM03u8HOI ocgimu. Il]ooo cknady knacy, 42,5% yunie
He Marms 00HONIMKIE 3 0CcoOIUBUMU OCBIMHIMU nompebamu, 25,5% maroms ix, a

25,9% mue snaroms npo ixuio npucymuicme. Yacmoma 63aemodii noxasye, wo 47,1%

https://pedagogical-academy.com/index.php/journal/about ISSN: 2786-9458

VBech KOHTEHT JlileH30BaHo 3a ymoBamu Creative Commons BY 4.0 International license


https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3267-6323
https://orcid.org/0009-0006-5297-2313

Bl ©| repAcoGICAL ACADEMY:
A SCIENTIFIC NOTES

PIOKO 83AEMOOIIOMb 3 OOHOJNIMKAMU 3 0COOIUBUMU nompebamu, mooi sk 25, 1% Hikonu
3 HUMu He cninkyromocs. Oouax 77,8% eucnoeniorome 20mosnicms bpamu y4acms 8
[HKII03UBHUX 3AX00aX, NPUYOMY WKIIbHI ceama € Haunonyaapriwumu (26,8%).
3ycmpiuarouu 00HONIMKIE 3 ocodbnueumu nompedoamu, 43,3% siouysaroms Oaxcanus
oonomoemu, mooi ax 50,8% nocmasunucsi 6 00 Hux AK 00 0Y0b-AK020 THULO2O
oonoknacrHuxka. OCHOBHI 6ap’epu GKIOUAIOMb HEe3HAHHS, AK chiikysamucs (32%),
giocymuicms inmepecy (28,3%) ma cmpax 3pobumu wocev He mak (22,7%). Yuni
BU3HAYAIOMb CRIIbHY OinbHicmy (42,3%) 5K OCHOBHI Ccnocodu HNOKpaujeHHs.
cmocynkie. Bucnoeku. YKkpaincoki yuni cepeOHiX WKl 0eMOHCMPYIOmMb CULbHY
NPUPOOHY eMnamilo, NepesadcHo NO3UMUBHe CMABIeHHs 00 IHKII03UBHOI 0C8IimuU ma
20MOGHICMb NIOMPUMYBAMU OOHOJIIMKIE 3 O0COOIUBUMU OCBIMHIMU nompedaAMU.
Hocniooicennsi 8uAnAE KPpUMUYHULL PO3PUE MINC NOZUMUSBHUMU HAMIpAMU mda
GakmuyHuMu  MoOenaMu  83aEMOO0Ii, NPUYOMY HEeBU3HAUEeHICMb Y CHIIKY8AHHI
BUCMYNAE OCHOBHOIW nepewikoooio. lleti po3pus niokpecnioe HeoOXiOHicmb
NPAKMUYHO20 KepiBHUYmea ma HA84auHsA. []OChiOdceHHs poOumv GUCHOBOK, WO
VKPQIHCObKI  YUHI CepeoHIX WKL O0eMOHCmpPYIonmb O00HAOIUAUBY 20MOBHICMb 00
IHKII03UBHOI oceimu, ane yeu HNOMEHYIANl UMA2AE CUCMEMAMUYHO20 DPO3GUMKY
ULTISIXOM HOCUNEH020 HABYAHHS KOMYHIKayii, 30i1bWeHHs CRilbHOI OisIbHOCMI ma
CMPYKMYPOBAHUX NPOSPAM NIOMPUMKU OOHONIMKIB, W06 NOO00IAMU PO3PUE MIdHC
NO3UMUBHUM CMABTIeHHAM MA 8NEeBHEHUMU HABUUKAMU 83AEMOOII.

Knrwuoei cnosa: ocoonusi oceimui nompeou, iHKI03is 8 0C8imi, CmasieHus 00
ar00el 3 IHBANIOHICMIO, NPUUHAMMS OOHONIMKIB, 83AEMO0Is Y4HI8, [HKIIO3UGHA
KyIbmypa, WKLIbHA iHme2payis, HKIO3UBHI NPAKMUKU, Pe2iOHANbHI O0CIONCEHHS,

00I3HaHnicmb w000 IHEANIOHOCHI.

Problem statement. Inclusive education is a key indicator of a country's social

development and its commitment to ensuring equality for all citizens. Ukraine began
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its journey toward inclusive educational environments with the approval of the
development concept in 2010, aimed at ensuring constitutional rights for children with
special needs and implementing international practices in general education institutions
[1].

Ukraine has demonstrated substantial progress in transforming its educational
system over the past fifteen years. In 2010, only 45% of the 129,000 children with
special educational needs were integrated into general education institutions. By
January 2025, current statistics show that 47,610 students with special educational
needs are studying in 33,397 inclusive classes of general secondary education
institutions, with an additional 15,297 children enrolled in 7,658 inclusive groups in
preschool education institutions [2].

However, Ukrainian researchers have identified persistent systemic challenges,
including insufficient financing, lack of qualified specialists, architectural
inaccessibility, and other implementation barriers. These challenges are particularly
pronounced in regional contexts where resource distribution, specialist availability, and
community readiness vary significantly from urban centres.

While statistical integration represents progress, the success of inclusive
education ultimately depends on the quality of peer relationships and social acceptance
within classrooms. Students' attitudes, comfort levels, and willingness to interact with
peers who have special educational needs serve as critical indicators of genuine
inclusion beyond mere physical placement in mainstream settings. Understanding
student perspectives is essential because positive peer attitudes and meaningful social
interactions are fundamental prerequisites for creating a supportive, inclusive culture
that facilitates academic and social success for all students.

The examination of inclusive education effectiveness requires understanding
how national policies translate into meaningful peer interactions and classroom

experiences. Research in specific educational contexts, such as the Lubny district of
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the Poltava region, provides valuable insights into how inclusive education functions
at the grassroots level, where success depends fundamentally on the authentic
acceptance and engagement of students themselves.

Analysis of the latest research and publications. Recent empirical evidence
from across various countries consistently demonstrates that secondary school students
without disabilities generally maintain neutral-to-positive attitudes toward the
inclusion of peers with special educational needs (SEN). Across the late 2010s and
early 2020s, most quantitative surveys report encouraging dispositions among
adolescents without disabilities. Strnadova, Potmesil, and Potmesilova conducted a
comprehensive survey of 1,201 pupils aged 11-16 and found that 67% supported
inclusive schooling and expressed willingness to help classmates with special
educational needs. These findings demonstrate not merely baseline acceptance but
active support for inclusive practices among the majority of students [3].

The encouraging nature of these attitudes extends beyond simple tolerance to
meaningful acceptance. In their mixed-methods investigation, Gokbulut et al.
employed both student drawings and acceptance-scale scores to examine peer
perceptions. Their analysis revealed that most typically developing students portrayed
peers with SEN as “ordinary friends” who readily participate in common activities.
Students often did not perceive their SEN peers as fundamentally different from other
friends, suggesting a natural integration of diverse abilities within adolescent social
frameworks [4].

These positive attitudes carry significant implications beyond mere social
pleasantries. Poikola et al. demonstrate that when students view peers with disabilities
positively, this correlates with more frequent helping behaviour and social acceptance
in classroom activities [5]. The connection between attitudes and behaviour
underscores why understanding and improving student attitudes is crucial for achieving

genuine peer integration in secondary educational settings. The research by Van Steen
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and Wilson [6] showed that attitudes towards inclusion are the result of a complex
interplay of demographic and cultural factors, which offers a renewed basis for
intervention research into improving educational opportunities for children around the
world.

Gender consistently emerges as a significant moderator of attitudes toward
inclusion. Girls display higher empathy levels and demonstrate a stronger inclination
to interact with peers who have disabilities compared to their male counterparts. The
study by Arslantas, Piirsiin and Aydogmus, which analysed a sample of 2,101 students,
corroborated this trend and additionally showed that younger cohorts are generally
more positive than older ones—probably because stereotypes accumulate over time
[7]. This gender differential is frequently attributed to higher empathy levels observed
in female adolescents, as well as lower social dominance orientation, factors which
correlate strongly with pro-inclusion attitudes as documented by Navarro-Mateu et al.
[8].

Age represents another important demographic factor, with younger cohorts
generally expressing more positive attitudes than older students. This pattern likely
reflects the accumulation of stereotypes over time, as negative perceptions and social
biases become more entrenched during adolescent development. Poikola et al. suggest
that younger secondary students maintain slightly more accepting attitudes than older
teenagers, potentially because they have more recent experience in inclusive
elementary settings or because negative stereotypes have not yet solidified.

Student comfort levels vary significantly depending on the type of disability
presented by their peers. A consistent pattern emerges across multiple studies showing
that comfort levels are highest when interacting with peers who have mild physical or
sensory impairments and lowest for those with intellectual disabilities or autism

spectrum disorders. The scoping review of 62 studies by Poikola, Kdrni, and Hakalehto
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documents this pattern extensively, noting that uncertainty and discomfort are
particularly marked in relation to intellectual disabilities [9].

Strnadova and colleagues found that Czech adolescents were most uncertain or
uneasy about interacting with classmates with intellectual disabilities, even though they
expressed comfort with other disability types. Similarly, autism spectrum disorders
often elicit the least positive inclusion attitudes among students, largely due to peers’
misconceptions or limited understanding of these conditions [10]. These findings
indicate that “inclusion” is not a monolithic experience for students, who may welcome
some peers while feeling less prepared to interact with others, pointing to a clear need
for disability-specific awareness and preparation efforts.

While inclusive education policy often assumes that simply placing students
together will naturally nurture acceptance, research provides important qualifications
to this assumption. Pozas and Letzel-Alt demonstrated in their study of Mexican lower-
secondary schools that simple exposure to a classmate with SEN does not automatically
improve attitudes toward inclusion. What proves essential is the quality of contact —
specifically, whether students form genuine friendships or engage in positive,
meaningful interactions with their SEN peers [11].

This principle aligns closely with established contact theory and finds support
across multiple studies. Genuine, positive interaction through friendship formation,
cooperative projects, and shared extracurricular activities consistently predicts more
favourable perceptions of inclusion. Conversely, superficial or negative encounters can
leave attitudes unchanged or potentially worsen them. The research by Poikola et al.
indicates that prior friendships with students with disabilities often predict higher
acceptance levels, while challenging behaviours exhibited by close friends with
disabilities can negatively influence a student’s overall view of inclusion, likely

because difficult interactions reinforce stigmatising perceptions.

https://pedagogical-academy.com/index.php/journal/about ISSN: 2786-9458

VBech KOHTEHT JlileH30BaHo 3a ymoBamu Creative Commons BY 4.0 International license



Bl ©| repAcoGICAL ACADEMY:
A SCIENTIFIC NOTES

Individual characteristics play a crucial role in shaping attitudes toward
inclusion. Students’ self-confidence and empathy levels emerge as particularly
influential factors. Navarro-Mateu et al. report that education students with higher
empathy scores consistently held more favourable inclusion attitudes. Similarly,
adolescents’ self-efficacy beliefs — their confidence in their ability to engage
appropriately with diverse peers — significantly predict positive attitudes toward
including classmates with disabilities [12]. This suggests a reciprocal relationship
where students who feel capable of interacting appropriately approach inclusion more
positively, creating a virtuous cycle of confidence and acceptance.

Environmental factors within the school context prove equally important.
Schwab, Sharma, and Loreman validated the Inclusion Climate Scale and demonstrated
that perceived teacher support and an emotionally safe classroom climate significantly
bolster student acceptance of inclusion. Their research revealed two key factors:
Teacher Support and Care, and Emotional Experience, with the scale demonstrating
satisfactory reliability and validity for measuring inclusive classroom climates [13].

The systematic review by Subban et al. further highlights teacher self-efficacy
as a pivotal environmental driver, showing that confident teachers model inclusive
behaviours that students readily adopt. Schools that actively promote a culture of
acceptance through clear anti-bullying policies, awareness events, and structured,
inclusive activities tend to see more positive peer attitudes. In contrast, institutional
cultures that implicitly tolerate exclusion or maintain low expectations for SEN
students can negatively influence student attitudes toward inclusion [14].

Empirical evidence strongly supports the effectiveness of well-designed
interventions in improving student attitudes toward inclusion. A comprehensive meta-
analysis by Nazli Sila Yerliyurt Giinay, Senel Elaldi, and Mehtap Cif¢i covering 20
intervention studies reported a large overall effect size (Hedges g = 1.33) for attitude

change following targeted inclusive interventions. This meta-analytic evidence
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provides robust support for the practical implementation of structured inclusive
experiences [15].

Unified sports programmes, where students with and without disabilities
participate on the same teams, consistently yield some of the strongest attitude
improvements. Disability-awareness curricula, such as Paralympic School Day
activities and simulation exercises, demonstrate modest but positive short-term effects
on student attitudes. Long-term cooperative projects that facilitate meaningful
interaction between students with and without disabilities also produce significant and
sustained improvements in peer acceptance and readiness to interact.

Despite the progress in research, there remain notable gaps and unresolved issues
regarding secondary students’ attitudes toward inclusion and their preparedness to
interact with peers with disabilities. One prominent gap is uneven empirical coverage
across regions and cultures. A substantial portion of the recent studies come from
Europe, North America, or Australia, whereas there is relatively sparse literature
focusing on student attitudes in Eastern Europe, Asia, Africa, or Latin America, with a
few exceptions such as Pozas and Letzel-Alt’s study [16].

Although empirical data from Ukraine remain limited compared to other
international contexts, recent evidence indicates an encouraging trajectory for inclusive
education attitudes. Diachenko et al. analysed legislative and ethical developments
within the Ukrainian educational system and reported that approximately three-
quarters of the general public endorse inclusive schooling practices. This level of
public support provides a favourable foundation for implementing inclusive policies at
the school level [17].

Recent comprehensive research by Ukrainian scholars has provided deeper
insights into the systemic challenges facing inclusive education implementation. Biliuk
et al. conducted an extensive study involving 157 specialists and parents of children

with special educational needs, revealing critical barriers that persist in the Ukrainian
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educational system. Their research identified five fundamental obstacles: insufficient
financing, lack of qualified specialists, architectural inaccessibility, stereotypical
thinking patterns, and inadequate administrative support. These findings underscore
the complexity of transforming educational infrastructure while simultaneously
addressing deeply rooted societal attitudes toward disability and inclusion [18].

However, the Ukrainian context presents unique challenges that must be
considered. Kostenko et al. found that heightened war-related anxiety can indirectly
hamper peer acceptance of students with SEN, underscoring the critical need for
comprehensive psychosocial support within educational settings [19]. Despite these
challenges, according to a 2024 UNICEF-Ukraine brief, national campaigns are
presently targeting inclusion for approximately 160,000 children with disabilities, and
public endorsement of the educational reforms stands at approximately 75% [20].

Previously unsolved parts of the overall problem. Despite substantial
progress in international and Ukrainian research on student attitudes toward inclusive
education, several critical gaps remain unaddressed, particularly within the Ukrainian
educational context. Most significantly, there exists a pronounced deficit in empirical
data about how Ukrainian secondary school students actually experience and perceive
inclusive education in practice, rather than theoretical policy frameworks.

A particularly significant gap exists in understanding the practical barriers that
prevent positive attitudes from translating into meaningful peer interactions.

The regional variation in inclusive education implementation across Ukraine
remains insufficiently documented. Rural and semi-urban educational contexts, in
particular, have received minimal research attention, despite serving substantial
populations of students with special educational needs. The Poltava region represents
an understudied yet demographically significant educational environment where

inclusive practices face distinct challenges.
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Furthermore, existing studies inadequately address the perspective of typically
developing students as active agents in inclusive environments. Most research focuses
on outcomes for students with special educational needs or teacher experiences, while
the voices, concerns, and suggestions of mainstream students remain largely
unexplored. This gap is particularly problematic given that successful inclusion
depends heavily on peer acceptance and interaction quality.

These research gaps collectively justify the need for a comprehensive empirical
investigation of Ukrainian secondary school students’ attitudes, interactions, and
readiness for inclusive education, particularly in understudied regional contexts where
policy implementation faces unique challenges and opportunities.

Aims of study. The aim of our study is to assess Ukrainian secondary school
students’ attitudes, interactions, and readiness for inclusive education with peers who
have special educational needs. The study seeks to investigate the frequency and
quality of current peer interactions, examine students’ comfort levels and emotional
responses during these interactions, and evaluate their willingness to participate in
inclusive school activities and support mechanisms.

The relevance of the tasks set is due to the need for comprehensive understanding
of student attitudes toward inclusion in the Ukrainian educational context, particularly
given the country’s significant progress in inclusive education implementation from
2010 to 2025 and the current integration of 47,610 students with special educational
needs into mainstream classrooms [21]. This research addresses the critical gap in
empirical data about Ukrainian students’ perspectives on inclusion, which is essential
for developing effective strategies to enhance peer relationships, reduce barriers to
interaction, and create more supportive, inclusive learning environments that align with
Ukraine’s commitment to ensuring constitutional rights and educational opportunities

for all children.
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Primary research material. In the context of martial law, ensuring the rights of
people with special educational needs remains one of the priorities of the state’s
educational policy. To gain a deeper understanding of students’ attitudes and awareness
of inclusive education in the hinterland of Ukraine, we conducted an extensive survey
targeting a diverse group of high-school and middle-school students at 15 educational
institutions in the Lubny district of the Poltava region. Utilising Google Forms, this
survey aimed to cover various aspects of the impact of inclusive education on different
sides of students’ lives and their attitudes toward these changes. A total of three
hundred twenty-seven respondents participated in the anonymous survey. The majority
of respondents were 15-16 years old, followed by a smaller number of 13-14-year-old
students.

Respondents were asked if they had students with special needs in their class.
The results revealed significant variations in inclusive education experiences: 145
(42.5%) indicated that they do not have them; 82 (25.5%) reported that they do; 83
(25.9%) didn’t know if they had students with special needs in their class; 11 (3.4%)
used to have such students in their class. This finding is particularly noteworthy as it
indicates that over one-quarter of students (25.9%) are unaware of their SEN peers'
presence, suggesting either effective integration where differences are not immediately
apparent, or insufficient awareness programs. The relatively high percentage of
students without SEN classmates (42.5%) reflects the ongoing regional challenges in
inclusive education implementation.

To the question of how often students interact with peers who have special needs,
152 (47.1%) indicated that they do it rarely; 81 (25.1%) reported that they never do it;
40 (12.4%) do it daily; 21 (6.5%) interact only a few times a week; 29 (9%) positively
mentioned that they have friends with special needs. The results show that most
students have limited interaction with peers with special needs, with nearly 72% rarely

or never engaging with them, while only 21.4% maintain regular contact. This pattern
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contrasts sharply with international findings where proximity typically increases
interaction frequency [11], suggesting that mere physical inclusion in Ukrainian
classrooms has not yet translated into meaningful social integration.

In a survey of 322 participants regarding feelings of discomfort during
interaction with students with special needs 93 (28.9%) reported that they didn’ think
about it; 88 (27.3%) shared their indifference to a person’s issues; 76 (23.6%)
positively mentioned that they feel comfortable during interaction; 57 (17.7%)
indicated their slight discomfort; 8 (2.5%) reported definite discomfort. The combined
comfort levels (23.6%) and neutral attitudes (56.2%) align with international research
showing that most typically developing students maintain neutral-to-positive attitudes
toward inclusion [3, 4]. However, the 20.2% experiencing some level of discomfort
indicates room for improvement through targeted awareness interventions.

In the survey, participants were asked which school activities they would like to
participate in together with students who have special needs. Out of 321 respondents,
86 (26.8%) would be happy to take part in school celebrations. By a small margin, 73
(22.7%) would choose creative workshops as an inclusive activity; 71 (22.1%)
indicated that they wouldn’t like to participate at all; 70 (21.8%) would like to take part
in sports activities; 21 (6.5%) would choose joint projects. The survey shows that most
participants support inclusive activities, with 72.9% open to school celebrations,
creative workshops, sports, or joint projects. However, 22.1% prefer not to participate,
highlighting a need for further inclusion efforts.

The survey results indicate strong support for inclusive activities among
participants, with 77.8% expressing willingness to engage with students with special
needs through various school activities, including celebrations 86 (26.8%), creative
workshops 71 (22.7%), sports activities 70 (21.8%), and joint projects 21 (6.5%). This
finding significantly exceeds the 67% support rate reported by Strnadova et al. in their

study of Czech students [3], suggesting that Ukrainian students demonstrate even
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higher acceptance levels. However, it’s important to note that a significant minority
(22.1%) stated they would prefer not to participate in any inclusive activities,
suggesting that while the majority is open to inclusion, there remains a need for further
awareness, education, and inclusion initiatives to address resistance and promote
greater participation across the entire student body.

A critical finding emerges when comparing willingness to participate (77.8%)
with actual interaction frequency (72.1% rarely or never interact). This substantial gap
mirrors the intention-behaviour discrepancy documented in international literature [5,
11] and suggests that positive attitudes alone are insufficient without structured
opportunities and guidance for meaningful peer interaction.

Talking about students’ feelings when they see/meet students with special needs
also gives us a broad understanding of how inclusion is perceived. Out of 319
respondents, 138 (43.3%) indicated that they feel desire to help; 84 (26.3%) reported
that they have fear of doing something wrong; 46 (14.4%) feel indifference; 36 (11.3%)
feel curiosity, and only 15 (4.7%) mentioned their discomfort. These predominantly
positive emotional responses (43.3% desire to help, 11.3% curiosity) align with
research by Gokbulut et al., who found that most typically developing students view
SEN peers as “ordinary friends” [4]. The relatively low discomfort levels (4.7%)
compare favorably with international benchmarks and suggest a naturally empathetic
disposition among Ukrainian adolescents.

Regarding reactions when a new student with special needs joins their class, out
of 321 respondents, 163 (50.8%) indicated that they would treat them like any other
classmate; 82 (25.5%) would offer their help and friendship; 59 (18.4%) didn't know;
11 (3.4%) would try to avoid them; 6 (1.9%) reported that they would observe from a
distance. The combined positive responses (76.3% would treat normally or offer help)
demonstrate encouraging peer acceptance levels. The small percentage expressing

avoidance (5.3%) falls within typical ranges observed in international studies [7, 8],
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while the 18.4% uncertainty indicates potential for improvement through guidance
programs.

In response to whether they have any ideas why some students choose to avoid
interacting with peers with special needs, the survey participants’ answers were as
follows: 103 (32%) indicated that they don't know how to communicate; 91 (28.3%)
reported that they re not interested; 73 (22.7%) suggested that that’s because of fear of
doing something wrong; 23 (7.1%) think that the reason is in prejudices; 32 (9.9%) saw
the problem in shyness. Communication uncertainty (32%) emerges as the primary
barrier, consistent with international research identifying knowledge gaps as key
obstacles to inclusion [9, 10]. The combination of communication uncertainty (32%)
and fear of mistakes (22.7%) accounts for over half of the perceived barriers,
suggesting that practical communication training could significantly improve peer
interactions.

Respondents were then asked if they wanted to learn more about different types
of disabilities and special needs. The majority of users, 136 (42.4%), indicated
positively but only if this learning is presented in an interesting way; 68 (21.2%)
reported that they don’t need this; 50 (15.6%) shared that they already know enough
about this theme; 50 (15.6%) showed a positive interest and only 17 (5.3%) reported
that they don’t care. The 58% openness to learning (42.4% + 15.6%) demonstrates
significant potential for awareness interventions, particularly when delivered through
engaging formats.

Regarding information sources about special needs, out of 318 respondents, 84
(26.4%) indicated that they would choose special lessons for that; 69 (21.7%) reported
that they are not interested; 66 (20.8%) would learn through games and quests; 59
(18.6%) would receive information personally from peers with special needs, and 40
(12.6%) chose learning from videos and social media. The preference for interactive

learning approaches (20.8% games and quests, 18.6% direct peer contact) aligns with
g g
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research showing that experiential learning produces stronger attitude changes than
traditional instruction [15].

When asked whether they would agree to become a “buddy-helper” for a student
with special needs, 112 (34.8%) indicated that it would depend on the situation; 75
(23.3%) reported that maybe they would but it needs training; 65 (20.2%) positively
agreed to do that; 42 (13%) didn’t know and only 28 (8.7%) indicated that it’s too
difficult for them. The combined willingness (43.5% agreed or maybe with training)
correlates closely with the 43.3% who expressed desire to help, suggesting internal
consistency in empathetic responses and readiness for structured peer support
programs.

In the survey, participants also reported their vision of what would help most to
improve relationships between all students at school. Out of 319 respondents, 135
(42.3%) indicated that more joint activities would help; 61 (19.1%) reported that the
solution is in joint projects and tasks; 52 (16.3%) chose special lessons about diversity;
45 (14.1%) thought that nothing needs to change and only 26 (8.2%) preferred creating
support groups. The emphasis on joint activities (42.3%) and projects (19.1%) reflects
understanding of contact theory principles, where positive interaction through shared
goals improves intergroup relations [11].

When asked how they would rate their classmates’ readiness to interact with
students who have special needs, out of 320 respondents, 115 (35.9%) indicated that it
is hard to say; 75 (23.4%) reported that not everyone is ready; 58 (18.1%) mentioned
that the majority is ready; 38 (11.9%) positively indicated that most are ready; with a
small margin, 34 (10.6%) reported that most of the classmates are not ready. The mixed
assessment of peer readiness, with 35.9% uncertainty and 30% believing most are
prepared, suggests that while positive potential exists, students recognise the need for

systematic development of inclusive skills across their peer groups.
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These findings collectively reveal that Ukrainian secondary school students
possess strong foundational attitudes toward inclusion but require structured support to
transform positive intentions into confident, regular interactions with their SEN peers.

Conclusions. The survey conducted among 327 secondary school students in the
Poltava region demonstrates that Ukrainian students hold predominantly positive
attitudes toward inclusive education, with 77.8% expressing willingness to participate
in various school activities alongside peers with special educational needs. This finding
indicates a solid foundation for implementing inclusive practices in Ukrainian
secondary schools.

The research reveals that students possess natural empathy and supportive
instincts, with 43.3% feeling a desire to help when encountering peers with special
needs, and 50.8% indicating they would treat new classmates with special educational
needs like any other student. These positive attitudes suggest that Ukrainian
adolescents are fundamentally receptive to inclusion and capable of forming
meaningful peer relationships across ability differences.

However, the study also identifies significant barriers that prevent these positive
attitudes from translating into regular interactions. Communication uncertainty
emerges as the primary obstacle, with 32% of students acknowledging they don’t know
how to interact appropriately, and 26.3% expressing fear of doing something wrong.
This gap between positive intentions and actual interaction patterns highlights the
critical need for practical guidance and training.

By situating itself in the gap between attitudes and actual inclusion outcomes,
the current study justifies its significance through practical impact. The ultimate goal
of inclusive education is not just that students sold positive attitudes, but that they act
in inclusive ways daily — forming friendships, cooperating in class, and treating each

other with respect.

https://pedagogical-academy.com/index.php/journal/about ISSN: 2786-9458

VBech KOHTEHT JlileH30BaHo 3a ymoBamu Creative Commons BY 4.0 International license



Bl ©| repAcoGICAL ACADEMY:
A SCIENTIFIC NOTES

The students themselves recognise the solution pathway, with 42.3% identifying
more joint activities as the key to improving relationships between all students. Their
preference for interactive learning approaches and conditional willingness to serve as
buddy-helpers demonstrates readiness for structured inclusion programs, provided
appropriate support and training are available.

In conclusion, Ukrainian secondary school students show encouraging readiness
for inclusive education, but this potential requires systematic development through
enhanced communication training, increased joint activities, and structured peer
support programs. Schools must bridge the gap between positive attitudes and
confident interaction skills to fully realise the benefits of inclusive education for all
students.
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