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The purpose of the study is to examine special and general education 
teachers’ perceptions of culturally and linguistically diverse students with 
disabilities in 3 urban high school settings. A focus group and interviews 
were conducted with 13 teachers using a semi-structured interview for-
mat. A qualitative non-experimental research design was used to obtain 
teachers’ perceptions on the academic achievement of CLD students with 
disabilities in an inclusive setting. Recorded data were transcribed, ana-
lyzed, and reduced into thematic categories. To provide trustworthiness of 
the data, an audit trail was created to allow for all researchers on the proj-
ect to review each other’s findings (Phillippi & Lauderdale, 2017). Member 
checking, also known as participant or respondent validation, a technique 
for exploring the credibility of results, was employed. Five themes emerged 
from the data: (a) social support, (b) collaboration between special educa-
tion teacher and general education teacher, (c) teachers’ lack of knowledge 
of culturally and linguistic diversity (CLD) strategies, (d) parental involve-
ment, and (e) overrepresentation of African American and Hispanic  stu-
dents with disabilities.
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IntroductIon

The number of students with mild disabilities receiving services in the 
general education setting has significantly increased for more than three decades 
(Morningstar, Kurth, & Johnson, 2017). In the 2004 reauthorizations of the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), Congress mandated that 
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students with disabilities preferred placement be “an inclusive environment” 
rather than just “being placed” through mainstreamed processes. Historically, 
students with disabilities were mainstreamed by physically being placed in a 
general education classroom and providing them with limited accommodations 
and separate non-integrated instruction and assignments. Conversely, inclusive 
environments strive to remove the distinction between special and general edu-
cation, providing an integrated approach for students, despite their level of dis-
ability (Konza, 2016). Odom, Buysse, and Soukakou (2011) implied inclusion 
should help craft an environment of involvement and connection in systems 
within schools and communities rather than a physical placement.

In the best scenario, in an inclusive classroom, students with disabilities 
should benefit from having an entire support team help them adjust to the class-
room by supporting general education teachers with individualization. Federal 
legislation did not give a clear definition of inclusion; consequently, students are 
placed hastily into general education settings and subsequently are treated as if 
they still were mainstreamed in many cases. Additionally, studies cite that teach-
ers are underprepared because preservice and inservice training was insufficient, 
therefore general teachers were not equipped to use appropriate inclusive strate-
gies (Gavish, 2017; Hemmings & Woodcock, 20011; Hoover & deBettencourt, 
2018). Moreover, the need for differentiated instructional practices was also sug-
gested as a major adjustment to prepare teachers for culturally and linguistically 
diverse (CLD) student populations, especially in urban settings (Gavish, 2017; 
Hemmings & Woodcock, 20011). Inclusion of CLD students with special needs 
in the general education setting is even more difficult due to language and social 
differences, poverty, and language constraints (Santos, Darling-Hammond, & 
Cheuk, 2012).  Unfortunately, research on best practices in services in inclusive 
settings and its effects on cultural and linguistically diverse (CLD) students with 
disabilities is lacking (Hoover & deBettencourt, 2018). As larger numbers of 
CLD students enter our schools, the implications of changing demographics 
have had a major impact on our educational system (Roache, Shore, Gouleta, & 
Butkevich); as a result, more research is needed. The present research examines 
general and special education teacher perceptions of CLD students with dis-
abilities in high school settings.
The Need for Successful Inclusive Efforts

Inclusion is defined as the equitable opportunity for students with dis-
abilities to learn alongside their non-disabled peers in general education class-
rooms (Friend & Cook, 1996). The notion of inclusion is based on the idea 
that students with disabilities should not be isolated but should be included in 
a classroom with their typically developing peers (Perles, 2015). The concept is 
grounded on students with disabilities benefitting, both academically and so-
cially, from being in a general education classroom. 
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Inclusion is beneficial, but professional training is needed to assure ef-
fectiveness. Schools began implementing the inclusion model without adequate 
professional training, a clear understanding of the concept of inclusion and ap-
propriate approaches and methods; therefore, students did not receive the ser-
vices they needed (Carter, Prater, Jackson, & Merchant 2009). According to the 
U.S. Department of Education in 2010, up to 61% of students with disabilities 
were educated more than 80% of the school day in general education settings 
without general education teachers knowing appropriate inclusion related strat-
egies (King-Sears, Brawand, Jenkins, & Preston-Smith, 2014). Forlin and Sin 
(2017), indicated that insufficient teacher education and a lack of appropriate 
resources often impeded teachers from developing the appropriate beliefs and 
attitudes necessary for becoming inclusive specialists. 

The logistical difficulties of including diverse students into general edu-
cation classrooms are apparent throughout the country (Cardona, 2009). Suc-
cessful implementation of inclusionary procedures largely depends on teacher 
implementation (Cardona, 2009). That is, the content, its presentation and the 
collaboration between special and general educators are significant. Research on 
teachers working in inclusive settings have demonstrated that general educa-
tion teachers have serious reservations about including students with disabili-
ties in their classrooms (Avramidis & Norwich, 2002; Friend & Cook, 1996; 
Hemmings & Woodcock, 2011; McLeskey & Waldon, 2002; Ring & Travers, 
2005). General education teachers vary significantly in their ability or willing-
ness to make adaptations to support students with disabilities in their classrooms 
(McLeskey, Waldron, & Redd 2014). A study by McLeskey et al., (2014) re-
vealed that while some teachers stressed the importance of curricular and in-
structional adaptations, others reported ongoing difficulties in making all of the 
necessary adaptations in order to meet the needs of students with disabilities. 
Moreover, there seemed to be a growing consensus that there has been little 
progress toward educating students with disabilities in less restrictive settings 
(Olson, Leko, & Roberts, 2016). Consequently, there is a need to provide more 
quality instruction for these students in the general education setting. 

Educators are aware that students with disabilities have to overcome 
substantial challenges not faced by their peers without disabilities. These chal-
lenges are even more prominent for students with disabilities from culturally 
and linguistically diverse (CLD) backgrounds (Macrine, 2010). 
Cultural and Linguistically Diverse Students

Gonzalez, Pagan, Wendell, and Love, (2011) define CLD students as 
a diverse group of learners in terms of their educational background, native 
language literacy, socioeconomic status, and cultural traditions. Culturally and 
linguistically diverse students speak a variety of languages and can come from 
diverse social, cultural, and economic backgrounds. CLD students’ needs are 
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deeper than just language based (Santos et al., 2012). Understanding how cul-
tural differences can affect the teaching/learning process is vital to providing 
responsive instruction (Chamberlain, 2005; Santos, et al., 2012). Professional 
development centered on teacher’s knowledge of an in-depth understanding of 
the influence of culture and language on students’ academic performance is es-
sential to the success of CLD students with disabilities. Collaboration of educa-
tional professionals is required in inclusive settings in order to provide equitable 
opportunities to CLD students with disabilities (Avramidis & Norwich, 2002; 
Friend & Cook, 1996; Hemmings & Woodcock, 2011; McLeskey et al., 2014; 
Ring & Travers 2005; Roache et al., 2013).

There are several studies that investigated teachers’ perceptions about 
their ability to teach CLD students in inclusive settings (Busch, Pederson, Es-
pin, & Weissenburger 2001; Chu, 2013; Chu & Garcia, 2014; Horne & Tim-
mons, 2009; Gavish, 2017; Ko & Boswell, 2013; Roache et al., 2013). Bonner, 
Warren, and Jiang (2018) conducted a study that explored urban teacher’s per-
ceptions of their ability to instruct CLD students as well as their overall ability to 
effectively implement culturally responsive teaching. The participants included 
412 pre-school through twelfth grade teachers. A qualitative design utilizing 
four open-ended questions was used. Results revealed that teachers are commit-
ted to and recognize instruction related to culturally responsive teaching (CRT) 
but do experience difficulty implementing CRT strategies and methodologies. 
Teachers also reported some sense of efficacy in teaching diverse students and 
emphasized the importance of positive outcomes through proactively addressing 
CLD students’ needs.

A related qualitative study conducted by Chu (2013) examined 31 
teachers’ perceptions of inclusive services for CLD students with disabilities. 
A qualitative research design in addition to a survey was used. Based on the 
responses, participants felt low teacher effectiveness was related to beliefs about 
student performance based on students’ demographic characteristics.

An exploratory qualitative study was performed on 31 preservice special 
education teachers’ perceptions about disability and cultural linguistic diversity 
following field experiences aligned with their coursework (Robertson, McFar-
land, Sciuchetti, & Garcia 2016). The results indicated that participants re-
ported a growing awareness of themselves, the CLD students they encountered, 
and the importance to understand the intersectionality between diversity and 
disability.

Parallel with the two previously mentioned studies, Utley, Delquardi, 
Obiakor and Mims (2016) conducted a study to investigate perceptions of regu-
lar and special educators working with CLD students with and without dis-
abilities throughout the state of Kansas. Participants included 403 special and 
general teachers. A quantitative research design was used to examine the needs 
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of general and special educators who educate CLD students with and without 
disabilities. Approximately, 40% of the general and special education teachers 
surveyed were not provided course work in using culturally responsive instruc-
tion to teach students with and without disabilities in their preservice training 
programs.

Finally, a study conducted by Chu and Garcia (2014) examined the 
relationship between in-service special education teachers’ culturally responsive 
teaching self-efficacy and outcome expectancy for serving CLD students with 
disabilities. The study involved 344 special education teachers. A descriptive, 
correlational research design, which included an online survey, was utilized for 
this study. Results indicated statistically that respondents perceived they were 
not effective in their teacher preparation programs to address diversity. 

These studies reflect the reality of preservice and inservice teachers’ 
perception of teacher preparation and training to address inclusion strategies. 
Robertson et al., (2016) recommend future studies to explore how prior experi-
ences with diversity influence or contribute to the continued growth of teachers. 
Based on the findings of the studies listed above, teachers feel inadequate when 
it comes to servicing CLD students with disabilities in their classrooms. Pub-
lished research literature pertaining to inclusive services with culturally diverse 
students with disabilities is needed.

The purpose of the current study is to explore how special and general 
education teachers perceive their roles in supporting the academic achievement 
of CLD students with disabilities in the inclusion process. Using focus groups 
and interviews, the researchers explored teachers’ perceptions regarding their 
challenges, obstacles, effective approaches, and other experiences when sup-
porting CLD students with disabilities. The research question for this study is 
“What are general and special education teachers’ perceptions of the inclusion 
process and its effectiveness on the academic achievement of CLD students with 
disabilities?”

Methods

Participants and Setting
Participants for this research study included teachers of students with 

high incidence (mild) disabilities in an urban school setting in North Carolina. 
The participants (n=13) in this study included 58% general education teach-
ers and 42% special education teachers. African Americans comprised 50%, 
Whites 42% and Hispanics .08% of participants in the study. All participants 
were females. Seventeen percent of the participants had 0-5 years of experience, 
42% had 11 to 20 years, 33% had 21 to 30 years and .08% had 30 plus years. 
The participants were invited, via email, to participate in the focus groups. The 
facilitators emailed high school principals in the Charlotte-Mecklenburg school 
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system to obtain the email address of the participants from the principals of each 
school. A flyer was attached to the initial email that was sent to the principal. 
Those responding to the email stating a willingness to participate were selected. 
Research Design

A qualitative non-experimental research design using focus groups was 
used to obtain teachers’ perceptions on the academic achievement of CLD stu-
dents with disabilities in an inclusive setting. Focus group interviews were con-
ducted using a semi-structured interview format. The semi-structured interview 
is a qualitative data collection strategy in which the researcher asks informants 
a series of predetermined but open-ended questions (Given, 2008). The inter-
viewer asked follow-up questions to elicit additional information from partici-
pants. Since issues arise naturally during the course of dialogue, a semi-standard 
interview protocol was useful to help provide a deeper analysis of the data (Cre-
swell & Poth, 2017). The rationale for using interviews was to present meaning-
ful interpretations through teachers’ in-depth narratives. 
Procedures

Appropriate IRB procedures were followed, and permission was granted 
to perform the study. The study took place in a large urban school system in the 
Northeast in the spring. Participants were teachers at three different high schools 
in the system. The researchers constructed a list of questions for the participants 
that are listed in Table 1.

Table 1. Questions for Teachers

1. Please define the term “inclusion.”
2. Please define the term “cultural and linguistically diverse.”
3. Please discuss your perception (understanding) of CLD students with dis-

abilities in inclusive settings.
4. Please discuss any positive experiences you have encountered while instruct-

ing CLD students with disabilities in inclusive settings.
5. Please discuss any challenging experiences you have encountered while 

instructing CLD students with disabilities in inclusive settings.
6. Now think specifically about when you are working with CLD students in 

inclusive settings: 
a. Are there any similarities and differences noted when instructing non-

majority (CLD) students with disabilities in contrast to majority (White) 
students with disabilities in inclusive settings when working?

b. Please elaborate on any additional experiences you had with both popu-
lations.
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Two members from the team of researchers facilitated the focus group at the 
high school where seven of the teachers worked. Both facilitators conducted the 
focus group. Participants were asked to read and sign a written consent form, 
as well as complete a form with demographic information including age, gen-
der/sex, racial or ethnic identity, title, and specialization (general or special), 
educational level, and years employed. Seven participants participated in the 
focus group. Once participants completed the form, facilitators assigned each 
participant a number which was linked to their demographic information and 
focus group responses. Individual interviews were conducted with six of the par-
ticipants face to face with one of the facilitators. They also had to complete the 
demographic information. All questions and responses were digitally recorded 
using an audio recorder. Following the focus groups and the interviews, the 
recordings were transcribed by TranscribeMe.com. The transcriptions were then 
analyzed by a team member.
Data Analysis

All transcriptions were read over one time for a cursory review of the 
data. A second, more thorough reading was conducted to reduce the partici-
pants’ words into meaningful thematic categories (Maxwell, 2013). Data points 
were connected via blocks of texts that highlighted purposeful areas of inquiry. 
Any associations between various categories served the goal of encapsulating 
participants’ views, while maintaining the integrity of the raw data files. To pro-
vide trustworthiness of the data, an audit trail was created to allow for all re-
searchers on the project to review each others’ findings and come to a consensus 
about the themes (Phillippi & Lauderdale, 2017). Two members of the research 
team were involved in the audit trail process. Thematic categories were deter-
mined, color coded, and listed as well as a time stamp for auditing purposes. The 
primary themes that emerged from the data were highlighted in various colors 
to aid in data presentation (Creswell & Poth, 2017). All themes were compared 
to those in the extant literature on culturally and linguistically diverse popula-
tions of students with disabilities. Member checking, also known as participant 
or respondent validation, a technique for exploring the credibility of results, was 
employed. Results were returned to participants to check for accuracy and reso-
nance with their experiences and results were found to be correct.

results

The findings presented in this article represents the data that were col-
lected during the focus group and interviews. Five themes emerged from the 
data. Themes associated were: (a) social support, individualized attention for 
the students with disabilities and establishing rapport; (b) collaboration and/
or lack of collaboration between special education teacher and general educa-
tion teacher; (c) general education teachers’ lack of knowledge of CLD students 
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and inclusion, (d) parental involvement, and (e) overrepresentation of African 
American and Hispanic students with disabilities. 
Social Support, Individualized Attention and Establishing Rapport

Social support, individualized attention, and establishing rapport with 
CLD students with disabilities were discussed repeatedly. The teacher-student 
relationship is critically important. A child’s school experience is highly influ-
enced by the student-teacher relationship. The relationship impacts the child’s 
social, emotional, behavior and academic development (Farmer, McAuliffe 
Lines, & Hamm, 2011; Murray & Zvoch, 2011; Roorda, Koomen, Spilt, & 
Oort, 2011). Focus group participants stated CLD students with disabilities 
needed more assistance in the classroom. They often requested the teacher be 
in proximity of them while they were working. Participants noted establishing 
rapport with the students helped them feel more comfortable in the classroom 
and allowed the students to take risks with their learning. 

You’re working with that student while they’re in the classroom 
giving them a little bit more support, not even pulling them 
away from class, just being able to be beside them and answer 
questions they may have. I think rapport matters and establish-
ing that rapport I guess would be one way to, I guess address 
the cultural things that I think take place in the background 
when they can’t focus on just school. They may not have been 
the strongest student; they may not have even passed the class 
but there’s definitely a relationship that’s there. 
Studies show African American and Hispanic students have fewer posi-

tive relationships with teachers as opposed to White students (Kesner, 2000; 
Saft & Pianta, 2001). In some studies, it is indicated that students thrive more 
when taught by teachers who look like them (O’Connor, 2010; Saft & Pianta, 
2001; Thijs, Westhof, & Koomen, 2012). Murray, Murray, and Waas (2008) 
conducted a study on teachers’ perceptions of student–teacher relationships. 
The results indicated teachers’ perceptions of student-teacher relationships were 
more negative if ethnically mismatched.
Collaboration

Collaboration between the special education teacher and the general 
education teacher was discussed among the participants. Special education par-
ticipants stated regular education teachers embraced them and treated them 
with respect in the classroom.

They don’t look at you as an EC (Exceptional Child/Children) 
teacher. They look at you as one of them, as a regular teacher. 
And you’re doing everything. And they’re including you. 
The focus group participants and interviewees noted most students 
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were not aware of which teacher was the special educator and which was the 
regular educator. 

I would think it’s two teachers that are working together with 
the same end goal in mind, as she said before, you don’t know 
which teacher is the regular ed teacher and which teacher is the 
special ed teacher. 

Lack of Knowledge of Inclusion
Although most teachers considered “team teaching” as an effective co-

teaching model, most admitted the model they used consisted of the special 
education teacher consulting with the general education teacher. Most general 
education teachers justified this practice by indicating that the special education 
teacher received more training to assist students with disabilities.

I feel like there’s a lot of young teachers who have not seen true 
inclusion and do  not know how to do it and do not know how 
to co-teach. And I feel like our administrators – again not nec-
essarily in this building, but in general—also are  not familiar 
with inclusion and what co-teaching should look like. And so, 
if  you’re trying to fix it if it’s a problem, it’s nearly impossible 
to fix.

Collaboration of educational professionals is required in inclusive settings in 
order to provide equitable opportunities to CLD students with disabilities 
(Roache et al., 2013). 
Parental Involvement

Participants expressed a serious concern for a consistent need for CLD 
students to have parental involvement. Parents of CLD students in special edu-
cation have great barriers to parental involvement compared to students without 
disabilities (Fishman & Nickerson, 2015). Although there is literature on the 
value of family involvement of CLD students with disabilities, there continues 
to be misunderstandings about the reasons CLD families of students with dis-
abilities might not be as involved with their child as with other families (Harry, 
2008).

Our students of color who have disabilities, most of the time 
their parents are also challenged, and they were not successful it 
seems like to me. And they feel very uncomfortable with even 
coming to the school, or being in the school, or advocating for 
their child. They just don’t know that unwritten law is, like, 
what they’re allowed to ask for.

Research indicates that parental involvement has a positive effect on student 
academic and behavior outcomes (Henderson & Mapp, 2002). 
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Overrepresentation 
Overrepresentation of African American males in special education 

is not a new problem; however, due to the overwhelming amount of African 
American males labeled with high-incidence disabilities, there are concerns as 
to how this educational issue will be addressed in the educational field (Lott-
Daley, 2013). Participants from the study expressed concern over the number of 
African American students with disabilities being overrepresented in inclusion 
classes.

African American students, I think it’s so multi-faceted. It’s not 
just simple enough to say it’s the fault of teachers or the fault 
of school. But I think society, in general, has not been set up 
for them to be successful in the same way that White children 
are successful. 

dIscussIon

The purpose of this study was to obtain perceptions from special and 
general education teachers about their involvement with culturally and linguisti-
cally diverse students with disabilities in the inclusion process (How this work 
extends what we know). Most of the participants agreed with the philosophy 
surrounding the benefits of inclusion and felt offering support and establishing 
rapport with CLD students with disabilities was essential for creating positive 
relationships with them. Studies by Bonner, et.al., (2018), Busch, et.al., (2001), 
Gavish (2017), Ko and Boswell (2013), and Horne and Timmons (2009) sup-
port these findings. The authors determined that inclusion teachers hold posi-
tive attitudes toward inclusion, but general educators were not knowledgeable or 
did not receive appropriate training to provide suitable services (Gavish, 2017; 
Hemmings & Woodcock, 20011; Hoover, & deBettencourt, 2018). The results 
of this study extended the literature in examining the perceptions of special and 
general education teachers who educate CLD students with disabilities. 

The study supports professionals becoming sensitive and knowledge-
able about culturally responsive teaching, but also the important characteristics 
of any group of people, such as gender identity, family structure, parenthood, 
religious practices, and language (Santos et al., 2012; Utley et al., 2000). Teach-
ers need to develop an understanding of the different ways culture influences the 
teaching and learning process and helps in the development of higher expecta-
tions and better instruction for CLD students (Chamberlin, 2005).
Limitations 

There are some limitations that warrant consideration in this study. In 
the absence of classroom observations or interviews with their students, it is not 
certain that these practices were truly implemented as expressed by the partici-
pants. Conducting observations of instructional time would be a useful addition 
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to our study to determine the nature of teachers’ inclusive teaching practices 
and demonstrated knowledge of culturally responsive teaching. It would also be 
beneficial to speak with students to uncover their perceptions of inclusion and 
their teacher’s knowledge of implementing culturally responsive practices. The 
strategies and techniques teachers employ may not have the impact they believe 
it does. Talking with students about their experiences in class would help give 
some indication of the congruence between perspectives. 

The findings of this and other research studies (Chamberlain, 2005; 
Chu & Garcia, 2014; Santos et al., 2012) suggest at least two major implications 
for CLD students with disabilities in the inclusion process. First, these investiga-
tions suggest there is a critical need to incorporate cultural practices into disci-
plines, as well as accommodate language differences and cultural distinctions, 
specifically in the core curriculum and standards-based instruction. 

A second implication of this research is the importance of ensuring 
that general and special education teachers have the essential skills to effectively 
collaborate with each other (Friend & Cook, 1996) as they develop, imple-
ment, and maintain inclusive programs. Based on this investigation and others, 
(Avramidis & Norwich, 2002; Hemmings & Woodcock, 2011; McLeskey et al. 
2014) effective collaboration is the foundation of good inclusive programs for 
CLD students.

conclusIon 

Overall, these teachers’ perceptions of teaching CLD students with dis-
abilities in the inclusive environment were described by five themes: (a) social 
support and individualized attention for the students with disabilities, (b) col-
laboration and/or lack of collaboration between special and general education 
teachers, (c) general education teachers’ lack of knowledge of CLD students 
and inclusion, (d) parental involvement, and (e) overrepresentation of African 
American and Hispanic students with disabilities in special education. Although 
participants revealed their positive perceptions and dedication for working with 
CLD students with disabilities in inclusive settings, results revealed that teachers 
could benefit from further training in culturally responsive instruction, collabo-
ration, and using inclusive techniques and strategies. While teachers described 
ongoing efforts to learn to adapt to new instructional practices, research revealed 
a need for support and strategies to assist them in providing students more ac-
cess to the general curriculum as a primary challenge. It is suggested that teacher 
education programs provide and adapt programming to address culturally re-
sponsive instruction as a part of inclusion training for preservice teachers. Addi-
tionally, it is suggested that in-service general education teachers receive profes-
sional development related to ways increase their knowledge of varied means to 
provide access to the general education curriculum. Furthermore, principals and 
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other school personnel, as well as teacher educators, should provide training for 
varied techniques to provide collaboration among general and special education 
teachers.
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