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Abstract

This study aims at identifying typical student support aspects in the developing of inclusive
environment in schools. The objective of this research is to identify factors influencing the
acceptance by typical students of students with special needs, towards developing an
inclusive environment by means of two main themes, namely knowledge and collaborative
attitude. The research respondents consisted of 50 typical students (n=50) from primary
school Level 2 students in Serian district, Sarawak, with respondents being Year 4, Year 5 and
Year 6 students who were selected at random. Data collection method in this survey study
was done by questionnaire. Data analysis was performed by descriptive statistics, depicting
percentage and frequency. Findings reveal that positive attitude influence is present in an
inclusive environment, however it is found that there is lack of knowledge regarding special
education students. Additionally, the increase of readiness level in the acceptance of students
with special needs has been found to be bolstered through cooperative activities. Discussion
highlights that typical students’ collaborative support affects development of inclusive
environment and influences special education students, particularly in reducing social
barriers.

Keywords: Typical Students, Collaborative Support, Students with Special Needs, Inclusive
Environment

Introduction

Exposure to inclusive environment is a beginning process in the formation of a typical
student’s perception towards special education students. The era of inclusive education
development in Malaysia shows that the process of inclusive environment development in
schools has been taking place since 1962, through the twinning program of visually impaired
children from primary and secondary mainstream schools (Kementerian Pendidikan
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Malaysian, 2016). By means of implementing values of togetherness, acceptance and
cooperation, a support system that strongly impacted the formation of inclusive environment
in schools was fostered. Indirectly, it led to a better understanding of those who are with
special needs. This, in turn, was based on collaborative and social processes involving
cooperation among many parties, with the emphasis being on individuals with special needs
(Carlson & Kittay, 2010). Although this development of inclusive environment demonstrated
an upward trend, the issue of negative stereotyping still persisted among typical students
(Brostrand, 2006; White, Jackson & Gordon 2006; Longoria 2006). This problem can be noted
by scrutinizing the neglect, discrimination and segregation of students with special needs in
inclusive environments, so much so that it hindered their assimilation process. This resulted
in the implementation of an inclusive environment not being able to be executed because of
inadequate support from typical students.

Issues related to inclusive education are global in nature. In line with advances in
inclusive education development, it is appropriate that this matter be studied in-depth,
especially in relation to typical students. Panagiotou et al. (2008) suggest that creating
inclusive environment in schools requires a fresh approach that encompasses planning,
cooperation and awareness-creation programs among typical individuals. This would
entail activities that foster collaboration between typical students and students with
special needs such as sports activities. Most studies tend to look at the aspect of teacher-
student with special needs, but the impact of typical students has largely been not
researched. Thus this needs to be addressed in light of current developments.

Inclusive Environment and Collaborative Environment

The era of inclusive environment development in Malaysia began since 1962 in Malaysia
through the twinning program of visually impaired children from primary and secondary
mainstream schools (Integrated Special Education Program, Malaysian Education Ministry
2016). However, the problem of social barriers still continued to of challenge to students with
special needs. The introduction of inclusive education in schools brought about a positive
transformation in the landscape of school. There are a number of factors that made this
inclusivity effective; these include typical students themselves becoming contributors
towards the success of inclusivity efforts. However, the dilemma of typical students who
reject inclusive environment by placing obstacles between themselves and students with
special needs is seen as one contributing reason why children with special needs find it
difficult to secure places in schools. Indirectly, students with special needs are also perceived
as a form of hindrance to the progress of their school. This has been proven by the studies of
Siperstein, Parker and Bardon (2007) in which typical individuals were seen to be less
cooperative in inclusive classes that were attended by children with special needs. This was a
result of lack of awareness among typical students with regards to students with special
needs, so much so that this demands a new approach and specialized planning which
subsequently can be practically executed (Eleweke & Rodda 2002; Panagiotou et al. 2008;
Salim & Mansor, 2018; Patulea & Marin-Pantelescu, 2018) through attitude-changing
agents in relation to socializing and perception involving students with special needs
(Ajodhia-Andrews & Elaine Franke 2010).

Collaborative support to develop inclusive environment in schools requires
sufficient knowledge among typical students regarding students with special needs so
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that the necessary relationships are manifested through healthy social interaction.
This fosters togetherness between these two groups and negative attitudes can then
be minimized. Knowledge on individuals with special needs has the potential to
contribute to attitude changes and positive perception of them (Loo. 2004; Ali & Salleh
2017). A large segment of students with special needs experience slower growth physically,
emotionally and intellectually. More worryingly, many of these students find it difficult to
understand their academic lessons, let alone excel in them (Siperstein et al. 2007). Despite
this, the issues can be minimised with demonstrations of emotional and social support from
the environment they live in (Ruijs et al. 2010). The students can be encouraged to become
more positive by means of promoting socialization among themselves and this can be
evidenced when they have friends from among the children with special needs (Abd Majid et.
Al 2017; Salleh & Ali 2007). Sports too can be utilized as a strong positive influence on typical
students. This is especially so when typical students are involved in physical activities in an
inclusive manner (Panagiotou et al. 2008). The typical student who is exposed to a positive
atmosphere within the inclusive environment needs to not only be accommodative but also
have a sense of realization, especially within the learning realm. Therefore, the necessary
support for collaborative activity needs to be provided to assess the extent to which typical
students can then, in turn, render their support towards the creation of an inclusive
environment in their school. The objective of this research is to identify the relationship
between typical students’ knowledge and the collaborative activity that involves students
with special needs, in creating an inclusive environment. The context of this research is in
reference to aspects of knowledge and collaborative support. This study was conducted at
one of the schools in the district of Serian in order to study typical students’ knowledge level
with regards to inclusive environment in schools. This study analyzes in detail the following
questions:
1. Whatis the students’ knowledge level of inclusive environment?
2.  What is the collaborative attitude level of typical students towards students with
special needs in an inclusive environment?

Research Methodology

This research, in the form of a survey study, utilized questionnaire as the method for data
collection. The set of questionnaire employed in this study encompassed 27-item questions
in four parts; Section A comprised demographics; Section B comprised typical students’ views
of students with special needs in inclusive environment of mainstream classes; Section C
consisted of typical students’ attitude towards students with special needs in inclusive
classes; Section D dealt with collaboration between typical students and students with special
needs. A 5-point Likert scale, Strongly Disagree (SD), Disagree (D), Not Sure (NS), Agree (A),
and Strongly Agree (SA), was used to provide respondents’ response to the items in the
questionnaire.

A total of 50 typical students (n = 50) representing the student population at Level 2, from
each class in Year 4, Year 5 and Year 6 were randomly selected as respondents for this study.
These students were those who had students with special needs placed in their mainstream
classes. Data was analyzed using descriptive statistics involving percentages and frequency.
The findings were tabulated and presented in the findings section.
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Research Findings

This section presents the findings from the questionnaire administered on the typical
students in the district of Serian, Sarawak. The data are distributed according to two aspects:
knowledge and exposure of typical students to inclusive environment and collaborative
attitude of typical students towards students with special needs in inclusive environment.

Knowledge and Exposure of Typical Students to Inclusive Environment

Findings from gathered questionnaires regarding the aspect of knowledge showed that 30%
of respondents in the study had low knowledge concerning similarities of students with
special needs with themselves in terms of physical and mental aspects; Three (6%)
respondents stated they strongly disagreed that students with special needs were the same
as them physically and intellectually , and 14% (n = 7) disagreed that students with special
needs were the same as them physically and intellectually . The majority of respondents (72%,
n = 36) said they were not sure that students with special needs were the same as them
physically and intellectually. In contrast, 8% of respondents thought that students with special
needs were the same as them physically and intellectually while 2% (n = 1) strongly agreed
that students with special needs were the same as them physically and intellectually.

Meanwhile, 8% of respondents had never interacted with students with special needs
through co-curriculum activities; 4% (n = 2) said they strongly disagreed to having interacted
with students with special needs through co-curriculum activities, with another 4% (n = 2)
saying they did not agree to having interacted with students with special needs through co-
curriculum activities. Even so, the majority of 66% respondents stated that they had
interacted with students with special needs through co-curriculum activities, that is, 22% (n =
11) respondents agreed and another 44% (n = 22) respondents strongly agreed to having
interacted with students with special needs through co-curriculum activities.

Additionally, 6% of respondents did not have friends who were students with special needs,
with 2% strongly disagreeing having at least one friend who was a student with special needs
and 4% (n = 2) of respondents did not agree to having at least one friend who was a students
with special needs. Also 18% (n = 9) of respondents were not sure if they had at least one
friend who was a special education student. However, 76% of respondents had friends who
were students with special needs, with 26% (n = 13) of respondents agreeing having at least
one friend who was a student with special needs, and 50% (n = 25) other respondents strongly
agreeing to having at least one friend who was a student with special needs.

Next, 12% of respondents had low knowledge regarding rights of students with special
needs studying with typical students, that is, 2% (n = 1) of respondents strongly disagreed
that students with special needs had rights of studying with typical students and 10% (n = 5)
of respondents disagreed that students with special needs had rights of studying with typical
students. Furthermore, 44% of respondents were not sure if students with special needs had
rights of studying with typical students. However, another 44% of respondents were of the
opinion that students with special needs had rights of studying with typical students, with
26% (n = 13) of respondents agreeing students with special needs had rights of studying with
typical students, and 18% (n = 9) of respondents strongly agreeing that students with special
needs had rights of studying with typical students.

It was also found that 30% of respondents were not prepared to contribute ideas to
students with special needs while learning in inclusive classes, with 8% (n = 4) respondents
declaring they were very disagreeable with the idea of contributing ideas to students with
special needs when learning in inclusive classes, while 22% (n = 11) did not agree to contribute
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ideas to students with special needs while learning in inclusive classes. Still, the majority of
respondents were prepared to contribute ideas to students with special needs while learning
in inclusive classes, with 28% (n = 14) asserting that they were very agreeable while 42%
stated that they agreed.

Next, 50% (n = 25) of respondents displayed doubts in terms of their skills to assist
students with special needs of inclusive classes inside, and outside of the classroom. The other
50%, however, felt that they had the skills to help these students in teaching and learning
activities both inside and outside the classroom, with 4% (n = 2) of respondents being very
agreeable, and 46% (n = 23) of respondents agreeing to help these students in teaching and
learning activities both inside and outside the classroom. Table 1 below summarizes the
feedback of respondents concerning knowledge and exposure in an inclusive environment
with regards to students with special needs.
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Table 1:
Knowledge and Exposure of Typical Students towards Inclusive Environment
No. Item Result (Frequency/ Percentage / Mean / SD)
SD D NS A SA MEAN  SD
i. | feel students with 3 7 36 3 1 2.84 0.71
special needs are the (6%) (14%) (72%) (6%) (2%)
same as me physically
and intellectually.ise!
ii. |have interacted with 2 2 13 11 22 3.98 1.116
students with special (4%) (4%) (26%) (22%) (44%)
needs through co-
curriculum activities.
iii. lhave at least one 1 2 9 13 25 418 1.004
friend from among (2%) (4%) (18%) (26%) (50%)
students with special
needs.
iv  Students with special 1 5 22 13 9 3.48 0974
needs have rights to (2%) (10%) (44%) (26%) (18%)
study together with
typical students. skp!
v | am ready to 4 11 0 21 14 3.90 0.909
contribute ideas to (8%) (22%) (0%) (42%) (28%)
students with special
needs in inclusive
classes.
vi  lam skilled in helping 0 0 25 23 2 3.54 0.579
students with special (0%) (0%) (50%) (46%) (4%)

needs in inclusive
learning and teaching
activities inside and
outside classrooms
didalam dan diluar
kelas.

SD= Strongly Disagree, D= Disagree, NS= Not Sure, A=Agree, SA=Strongly Agree

Collaborative Attitude of Typical Students towards Students with special needs in
Inclusive Environment

In terms of attitude in involvement, the majority - 80% of respondents in this survey - had
high involvement in relation to not feeling shy to befriend students with special needs, with
40% (n = 20) saying that they strongly disagreed as to feeling shy about befriending students
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with special needs, while the other 40% (n = 20) stated they disagreed that they felt shy
about being friends with students with special needs. Also, 20% (n = 10) of respondents felt
not sure about feeling shy when befriending students with special needs. Interestingly, not
even one respondent agreed to feeling shy about being friends with students with special
needs.

Meanwhile, 64% of respondents had no reservations in taking in students with special
needs as one of their group members, with 42% (n = 21) asserting that they strongly disagreed
having reservations in taking in students with special needs as one of their group members,
and 22% (n = 11) of the other respondents replied that they disagreed having reservations
taking in students with special needs as one of their group members. On the other hand, 32%
(n =16) of respondents were not sure that the presence of students with special needs would
slow down their learning process in class. Only 4% (n = 2) of respondents said that they
strongly agreed to having reservations in accepting students with special needs as group
members.

The majority, that is 64% of respondents, had a positive attitude concerning the
presence of students with special needs, with 28% (n = 14) of respondents strongly
disagreeing to presence of students with special needs slowing down their learning process
in class, with 36% (n = 18) of the balance respondents disagreeing that presence of students
with special needs slowed down their learning process in class. Additionally, 28% (n = 14) of
respondents were not sure of having at least one friend from among special education
students, but 8% (n = 4) of respondents agreed the presence of students with special needs
slowed down their learnig process in class. Table 2 presents feedback of respondents with
regards to attitude towards inclusive environment with students with special needs.

Table 2:
Collaborative Attitude of Typical Students Towards Students with Special Needs in Inclusive
Environment

No. Item Result (Frequency/ Percentage / Mean / SD)
SD D NS A SA MEAN SD
i. |feelshywhen 20 20 10 0 0 1.80 0.756
befriending (40%) (40%) (20%) (0%) (0%)

students with
special needs.

ii. Ihave reservations 21 11 16 0 2 2.02 1.059
taking in students (42%) (22%) (32%) (0%) (4%)
with special needs
as my group
member.

iii. The presence of 14 18 14 4 0 2.16 0934
students with (28%) (36%) (28%) (8%) (0%)

special needs slows
down my learning
process in class.

SD= Strongly Disagree, D= Disagree, NS= Not Sure, A=Agree, SA=Strongly Agree
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Discussion

Research findings indicate that typical students who have at least one friend from among
students with special needs do not feel shy and are drawn towards positive attitudes when
interacting with special education students. This demonstrates that the frequency which a
typical student spends with students with special needs makes them more inclined to
befriend and interact with this group, as highlighted in earlier studies whereby it was shown
that an individual is likely to be more positive compared to those who rarely interact with
students with special needs (Perry, lvy, Conner, & Shelar, 2008).

In this regard, the attitude of wanting to get to know one another creates a positive
environment in collaborative learning activities, both inside and outside classrooms. Indeed,
the feeling of shyness will be dispelled if they learn together while enhancing their academic
performance at the same time. Thus, the relationship between academics and socio-emotions
is seen to provide a natural effect on the academic achievement and social aspect of the
typical student (Ruijs et al. 2010). On the same note, teachers contribute to the development
of inclusive environment by maximizing students involvement through creative teaching and
learning activities and provide equal opportunity for all students to participate in these
activities (Ali & Hassan 2014).

Other than that, collaborative activities in sports is also seen to reduce negative
stereotyping and social barriers with regards to students with special needs. Findings of
analysis illustrate that the large number of respondents who support sporting activities are
the best medium for cooperation in games. This research finding supports past studies by
affirming that there was greater positive attitude shown among students from Grades 5 and
6 in inclusive environment during physical education sessions after the Paralympic education
programs (Panagiotou et al. 2008). Thus it can be surmised that fostering of positive attitudes
and collaboration can indeed occur during sports activities.

The relationship between knowledge and collaborative activities shows that there is
positive correlation with regards to ties between typical students and students with special
needs. Research findings depict that the higher the knowledge of typical students regarding
students with special needs, the more they are capable of contributing to greater
collaborative activity growth. As emphasized by Hwang and Evans (2011), this can be
enhanced by having a proper infra structure and environment would promote better and
positive interactions among these students.

Additionally, the findings reveal that high knowledge level among typical students of
students with special needs is found to be lacking. The majority of respondents displayed poor
knowledge and exposure levels regarding students with special needs. So it is appropriate
that school authorities carry out programs that are inclusive in nature by putting students
with special needs in the forefront at school. Indirectly, this would serve to heighten
awareness of the community and typical students about students with special needs.

Research findings also show positive trends of typical students and students with special
needs interacting and making befriending each other in school, particularly in inclusive
classes. Promotion of creating a better inclusive environment among teachers and students
can be carried out via programs such as mentor-mentee, and also by grouping typical students
with students with special needs in schools activities. The more frequently these groups
interact and mingle, the more the gap between these groups can be reduced and barriers of
students with special needs in inclusive classes minimized. As such, this would provide a
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better understanding and further promote positive perception towards students with special
needs (Alias 2013; Perry, et al. 2008). All students can be educated through accommodative
approaches and redesigning tasks which would demonstrate an appreciation of challenges
that students with special needs encounter in school as well as outside school.

Conclusion

It is essential to develop understanding of students with special needs in inclusive
environments at school in order to help them participate fully in this inclusive environment.
The support received from typical students can also reduce the gap between typical students
and students with special needs and subsequently foster positive values, besides creating a
spirit of cooperation. It would also diminish the stereotyping trait that is prevalent among
typical students. This study notes that the lack of knowledge among typical students regarding
students with special needs can block students with special needs from having equitable
rights in education and consequently lead to them being discriminated as well. It is hoped
that enhancing facilities and professional workforce in the inclusive environment can enhance
the outcomes, perception and positive atmosphere in schools. Other than that, it is the
responsibility of teachers, administrators and students to adopt the collaborative approach
in practicing better social skills and interaction in schools. The social culture can also help
fortify continual inclusive education. The support of typical students in the development of
inclusive environment in schools needs to be refined in the implementation context, for
example through awareness programs and building network of friends among students so
that they can be more tolerant and understanding of each other’s strengths and weaknesses.
This study proposes further research that focuses on exploring factors that influence typical
students’ knowledge of the disability of special education students, their attitudes, and
methods of collaboration in inclusive education using larger and more representative survey
samples.
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