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Abstract 

Background: Students with intellectual disabilities are not yet fully included in mainstream education. 

Among the variables that could explain this situation, the present paper investigates public attitudes 

towards inclusive education and notably examine how these ones vary according to students’ type of 

disability (i.e. an intellectual, a communicational, a sensory, a motor, or a specific learning one).  

Method: Data were extracted from an online opinion poll on inclusive education policy conducted on a 

representative sample of the French population in terms of age, sex, socio-economic status and place 

of residence (N = 1,001). 

Results: The present analyses indicated that the public are less favourable to the inclusion of students 

with an intellectual disability in comparison with students with autism spectrum disorder, a sensory 

disability, specific learning disabilities or a motor disability. Participants who are familiar with disability 

seem to express more favourable attitudes than those who are not. 

Conclusions: The present study contributes to a better understanding of public attitudes towards 

inclusive education and opens perspectives to develop more inclusive societies. 

Keywords 

Public attitudes, disability, Down syndrome, autism, inclusive education  
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What Does the French Public Think About Inclusive Education? 

Countries all over the world are urged to endorse inclusive policies that consist in setting up 

appropriate and effective measures to facilitate the full participation of persons with disabilities within 

the society (United Nations, 2006). In the educational domain, schooling systems are thus encouraged 

to allow every student, regardless of their differences in ability, culture, gender and language to follow 

the curriculum within regular schools and to benefit from an inclusive education (UNESCO, 1994). 

However, despite these intentions, a large number of students with special educational needs, 

students who face learning difficulties or disabilities that make learning more difficult for them than for 

same-aged children without learning difficulties or disabilities, are still not fully included in mainstream 

systems. For example, within the French context, 21.5% of students with intellectual disabilities are 

excluded from the mainstream educational system (DEPP, 2019). This trend is not a French specificity 

since it could also be observed in other countries like, for example, the USA (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2019). 

To explain this state of affairs, reasons like the lack of funding, the lack of training or teachers’ 

negative attitudes towards inclusive education are regularly mentioned (see for example Hind et al., 

2019). However, the success of inclusive policies seems also to be linked to general public attitudes 

towards individuals with disabilities and their participation within society. Indeed, as detailed below, it 

can be assumed that the more positive the public attitudes are, the more likely individuals with 

disabilities will participate within their community (Morin et al., 2013; Scior, 2011). As a result, to 

improve the understanding of the persistent difficulties of implementing inclusive education policies, 

the present paper examines, within the French context, public attitudes towards inclusive education, 

particularly regarding students with intellectual disabilities in comparison with other types of disability. 

Attitudes towards Individuals with Intellectual Disabilities 

Due to many changes within our societies (e.g. deinstitutionalization, employment policy, media 

attention), attitudes towards inclusive policies and the social participation of individuals with intellectual 

disabilities tend to improve (Rees et al., 1991; Scior et al., 2010). If these changes appear to be very 

positive at a first sight, a closer look at the literature may reduce this optimism. 

Indeed, it turns out that a minority of people still believe that individuals with intellectual 

disabilities should live in segregated settings (see Burge et al., 2007; Crowson et al., 2013) for their 

own protection (Cole, 1999). People also seem to be uncomfortable interacting with them, maintaining 

social distancing (Ouellette-Kuntz et al., 2010) and feeling negative emotions about them (e.g. pity, 

fear, see Findler et al., 2007). In addition, when attitudes are measured indirectly - in an implicit way - 

it is found that they are less positive and even considerably more negative than expected (Wilson & 

Scior, 2014). Finally, research in the social psychology field has found that these individuals face 

consistently negative stereotypes that could impair their social inclusion: if they are perceived as 

warm, they are also perceived as incompetent (Fiske et al., 2002; Krischler et al., 2018; Rohmer & 

Louvet, 2011). 

As a result, one may wonder what the public really thinks about the social participation of 

individuals with intellectual disabilities in our societies. Here, we seek to investigate this question 
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regarding inclusive education, considered as one of the major transformations to be made in order to 

further develop inclusive societies (Thomas, 1997; UNDESA, 2009). 

Attitudes towards Inclusive Education 

Attitudes towards inclusive education refer to the extent to which individuals are favourable to a 

policy asking educational systems to ensure that students with disabilities can access an inclusive, 

quality and free primary education and secondary education on an equal footing with others (c.f. 

Article 24 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability, United Nations, 2006). 

Results from multiple studies conducted with teachers, parents of students with special 

educational needs or students without special educational needs showed that these attitudes are often 

mixed (for reviews see de Boer et al., 2010, 2011, 2012). For example, if most teachers seem 

sincerely convinced of the value of including students with special educational needs in the 

mainstream system, they sometimes also associate disability with negative features and express 

negative attitudes accordingly. Moreover, these attitudes seem to vary depending on multiple factors 

like teaching efficacy (Desombre et al., 2019), training (Tournaki & Samuels, 2016) or students’ type of 

disability. Indeed, teachers are less likely to support inclusive education for students with intellectual 

disabilities or autism spectrum disorder in comparison with those with motor disability (Jury et al., 

2020). Thus, if a lot is known about teachers’ attitudes towards inclusive education, very little research 

has been done to investigate what public attitudes towards this policy are (Burge et al., 2008; Pace et 

al., 2010; Scior et al., 2020). 

Public attitudes are, however, particularly important to consider since they are known for their 

potential impact on the actors of changes across many social issues (see Karali et al., 2014, for an 

example in environmental domain). Indeed, they could affect the quality of community integration and 

social participation of individuals with disabilities (Burge et al., 2008; Morin et al., 2013) and lead to 

discrimination and prejudice towards them (Morin et al., 2013; Peace et al., 2010). Consequently, 

depending on their valence, they might either represent leverage or a barrier to the successful 

implementation of inclusive education policies in mainstream educational systems. 

Among the few research that has been conducted on this specific question, Pace and 

colleagues (2010) notably showed that out of a sample of 5,399 U.S. citizens, 25.3% agreed that 

students with Down syndrome should go to special schools. In the same vein, Scior and colleagues 

(2020, p. 4) indicated that: “despite broad agreement with the principle of inclusion, in many countries 

the general public reportedly continued to view inclusion as impractical and unachievable, and view 

specialist educational and residential settings as best placed to meet the needs of persons with 

[intellectual disabilities]”. Nonetheless, this conclusion is made solely based on experts’ views and 

may not reflect the public’s real attitudes. As a result, the same authors called for more research “with 

representative general population samples” (p. 8). 

Therefore, the present study seeks to examine public attitudes towards inclusive education 

within a French representative sample. This context is particularly interesting since France has the 

specificity of being a developed Western country, implying that the public should have more positive 

attitudes regarding inclusive policies (in comparison with Eastern countries, see Scior et al., 2010) and 
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at the same time a rather young “inclusive” country. Indeed, the inclusive policy was set up in 2005 

and became an explicit goal within the French educational system in 2013. Previously, France offered 

mostly segregated, then integrated, educational possibilities for students with special educational 

needs (for historical reviews, see Mazereau, 2012; Ventoso-Y-Font & Fumey, 2019). Finally, little is 

known regarding the French public attitudes regarding intellectual disability - in Scior’s review (2011), 

only one study reported attitudes from a French sample-. 

Overview and Hypothesis 

Based on the previous results, we seek to explore and describe French public attitudes towards 

inclusive education and notably those regarding students with an intellectual disability in comparison 

with other types of disability. Indeed, as evoked above, it has been shown that teachers’ attitudes 

depend on the types of disability and notably that the more challenging for the teaching practices the 

disability is, the less favourable teachers’ attitudes are (Jury et al., 2020; see also Avramidis et al., 

2000). We argue that the same rationale could apply for the public attitudes. 

As a result, public attitudes towards inclusive education were compared across five different 

types of disability: intellectual disability (i.e. Down syndrome), motor disability (i.e. students with a 

wheelchair), specific learning disabilities and difficulties (i.e. dyslexia, dysphasia, or attention 

disorders), sensory disabilities (i.e. deaf or blind students) and a communicational one (i.e., autism 

spectrum disorder, ASD). Based on the literature (Jury et al., 2020; Pace et al., 2010) and notably the 

fact that students with an intellectual disability or ASD suffer from a lower perception of competence 

than students with a motor or a sensory disability (Rohmer & Louvet, 2011), we expect public attitudes 

regarding the inclusion of students with an intellectual disability or ASD being less positive than the 

ones regarding the inclusion of students with students with a motor or a sensory disability. It is worth 

noting that since specific learning disabilities are not always acknowledged as disabilities, attitudes 

regarding the inclusion of students with such disabilities should be more positive than the ones 

regarding the inclusion of students with an intellectual disability or an ASD but not more positive than 

those regarding the inclusion of students with students with a motor or a sensory disability. 

Method 

Participants and procedure 

We extracted data from an opinion poll conducted online in summer 2019 by Harris Interactive 

for the association “Trisomie 21 France” on inclusive education policy. The sample included 1,001 

participants (534 women and 467 men, Mage = 49.88, SDage = 15.67) randomly contacted from the 

company database. This sample was representative of the French population in terms of age, sex, 

socio-economic status and place of residence. 

Material 

The whole study included multiple questions about participants’ perceptions regarding the 

difficulty faced by individuals with disabilities in our society and some of the questions specifically 

focused on inclusive education. 
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Public attitudes were assessed through a single question asking participants to indicate the 

extent to which they were favourable regarding inclusive education for students with a motor disability 

(phrased “students with a wheelchair or a limited mobility”), a sensory disability (phrased “students 

deaf or blind”), a communicational one (phrased “students with autism”), an intellectual disability 

(phrased “students with intellectual disabilities like Down syndrome”) and specific learning disabilities 

(phrased “students with learning disabilities like dyslexia, dysphasia, or attention disorders”) on a 

(recoded) scale (1 = totally unfavourable to 4 = totally favourable). 

At the end of the survey, participants were invited to complete demographic information. In 

addition to their sex and age, participants were asked to indicate their level of education (i.e. What is 

your educational level?), their family situation (i.e. Are you living with a child or children at home?) and 

their familiarity with disability, regardless of the type of disability (i.e. Do you know someone with a 

disability?). Four hundred and ten participants were considered as familiar with disability since they 

have indicated that they know someone with a disability, and 591 were considered as unfamiliar with 

disability. A full description of the sample is presented in Table 1. All material and data regarding this 

project can be accessed here: https://osf.io/zg3ws/?view_only=cf5bac86aa474a82ad8a4e976f46a629 

Table 1 

Description of the sample 

Variable Levels N (% of the sample) 

Sex 

Female 534 (53.35%) 

Male 467 (46.65%) 

Level of 

education 

Below the Baccalauréat 241 (24.10%) 

Baccalauréat or less than a 

university degree 
568 (56.80%) 

A university degree  191 (19.10%) 

Family 

situation 

Live with children at home 374 (37.36%) 

Live without children at home 627 (62.64%) 

Familiarity 

with disability 

Familiar (i.e. know someone 

with a disability) 
410 (40.96%) 

Unfamiliar 591 (59.04%) 

Note. The Baccalauréat is the French final high school exam. 
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Results 

Main analysis 

As indicated previously, we sought to explore public attitudes towards inclusive education 

depending on students’ type of disability. It should be noted that this analysis was conducted while 

controlling for the influence of participants’ familiarity with disability. This last variable was coded +1 if 

they were familiar (i.e. know someone with a disability) and -1 if they were unfamiliar with disability. 

Indeed, based on the literature, it could be expected that the more people are familiar with disability, 

the more positive their attitudes towards inclusive education would be (for a review see Scior, 2011) 

Consequently, a repeated measures ANOVA was conducted with students’ type of disability as 

a 5-level within-subject factor (i.e. motor disability, sensory disability, intellectual disability, autism 

spectrum disorder, and specific learning disabilities) and participants’ familiarity with disability as a 

covariate. The Mauchly’s test indicated that the assumption of sphericity had been violated, p < .001, 

therefore degrees of freedom were corrected using Huynh-Feldt estimates of sphericity (ε = .87). 

The analysis showed that students’ type of disability influenced participants’ attitudes, F (3.49, 

3482.92) = 144.47, p < .001, p
2 =.13. As illustrated by Figure 1 and post-hoc analyses with Bonferroni 

correction, attitudes towards inclusive education for students with an intellectual disability (M = 2.89, 

SE = .03) were the most negative and significantly differed with those regarding students with autism 

spectrum disorder (M = 2.95, SE = .03, p =.046), students with a sensory disability (M = 3.09, SE = 

.03, p < .001), students with specific learning disabilities (M = 3.16, SE = .03, p < .001), and students 

with a motor disability (M = 3.37, SE = .03, p < .001). All other comparisons were significant (all ps < 

.009).  

Finally, the analysis revealed that participants who are familiar with disability (M = 3.17, SE = 

0.03) were also more favourable than those who are not (M = 3.02, SE = 0.03), F(1, 999) = 11.86, p < 

.001, p
2 =.012. 
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Figure 1 

Estimated marginal means for participants’ attitudes towards inclusive education depending on 

students’ type of disability. 

 

Note. ASD: Autism spectrum disorder. Different letters indicate significant differences between groups 

(p < .05). Error bars represent 95% CI. 

 

Additional exploratory analysis 

To complete these findings, an additional exploratory analysis was conducted on an item 

measuring the public preference for mainstream versus special education system depending on 

students’ type of disability. More precisely, this item asked participants to indicate for these students if 

“It would be better for them to attend school in mainstream education.” or if “It would be better for them 

to attend special schools”, a dichotomous variable. Table 2 presents the frequencies of choices for 

each type of disability. If it should be acknowledged that this item does not refer specifically to one’s 

viewpoints or dispositions towards the particular “object” of inclusive education (de Boer et al., 2011), 

that is, attitudes, we argue that it could be considered as a proxy of the previous measure and help us 

to better understand what the French public think about allowing students with disabilities to access to 

the mainstream system. 
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Table 2 

Frequencies of choices for mainstream education depending on students’ type of disability. 

 Types of disability 

 Motor Sensory ASD Intellectual Learning 

Choice 

Mainstream 

education 
85.91% 57.24% 54.95% 51.35% 73.63% 

Special 

education 
14.09% 42.76% 45.05% 48.65% 26.37% 

Note. ASD: Autism spectrum disorder 

Due to the dichotomous nature of the variable, a multilevel logistic regression was conducted to 

predict participants' preference for mainstream versus special education system for students 

depending on both, students’ type of disability and participants’ familiarity with disability. Following 

Sommet and Morselli's procedure (2017) and using the lme4 package (Bates et al., 2015), results 

confirmed that in comparison with students with an intellectual disability, participants were 1.28 times 

more likely to support inclusive education for students with autism spectrum disorder in the 

mainstream system, OR = 1.28, 95% CI [1.02, 1.62], 1.51 times more likely for students with a sensory 

disability, OR = 1.51, 95% CI [1.20, 1.90], 5.19 times more likely for students with specific learning 

disabilities, OR = 5.19, 95% CI [4.03, 6.70], and 17.81 times more likely for students with a motor 

disability, OR = 17.81, 95% CI [13.22, 24.22]. Since none of the 95% confidence intervals contain 1, 

all these effects are statistically significant. However, the effect of the participants’ familiarity with 

disability was not, OR = 1.12, 95% CI [0.95, 1.31]. 
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Discussion 

The inclusion of students with intellectual disabilities in mainstream education is still rare in 

France (DEPP, 2019). Based on the literature arguing that public support is important for the 

successful implementation of an inclusive policy (Morin et al., 2013; Scior, 2011), the goal of the 

present paper was to explore public attitudes towards inclusive education within a French 

representative sample. More precisely, our goal was to investigate how students’ type of disability 

could distinctly influence these attitudes. 

Results from the main analysis indicated that the French public attitudes regarding inclusive 

education were the least positive for students with an intellectual disability in comparison with, in order 

of positivity, students with autism spectrum disorder, students with a sensory disability, students with 

specific learning disabilities and students with a motor disability. In the same vein, an additional 

exploratory analysis conducted on a preference score for mainstream versus special education 

system confirms that the former was less chosen for students with an intellectual disability in 

comparison with other students. Results regarding the familiarity with disability were more ambiguous 

since participants familiar with disability only expressed more positive attitudes than those who were 

unfamiliar in the first analysis but not a mainstream educational system preference, tending to confirm 

the uncertainty surrounding this variable (Scior, 2011). 

Consequently, despite an apparent improvement over the years in attitudes towards individuals 

with intellectual disabilities (Scior et al., 2010), and the recent changes within the inclusion educational 

policy in the French context (Ventoso-Y-Font & Fumey, 2019), the present results reinforce the idea 

that the latter are still facing reluctant attitudes regarding their social inclusion and that the public could 

consider that some students with disabilities are “worthier” than others when it comes to benefiting 

from a mainstream education, at least in France. As suggested above, such results might be 

explained by the negative stereotype regarding the competence of these students, the lowest 

expectations teachers may have regarding their academic achievement (see for example Cameron & 

Cook, 2013), or by an ambiguous goal of protection of both, these students by considering that regular 

schools are not adapted to their needs and that they will suffer within this competitive context (Cole, 

1999) and of their non-disabled peers (Pace et al., 2010). Indeed, the public might fear that including 

students with intellectual disabilities will be distracting and, as a consequence, impair other students’ 

learning (Pace et al., 2010), a fear that seems often to be shared by teachers (see Brackenreed, 

2008) even if not well supported by the literature (Ruijs, 2017; Sermier Dessemontet et al., 2013). In 

the same vein, the present findings revealed a weak difference, although significant, in terms of 

attitudes towards inclusive education for students with intellectual disabilities and those with autism 

spectrum disorder, both being the most negative ones in comparison with attitudes regarding other 

disabilities. Such a resemblance suggests that similar barriers, eventually resulting from existing 

negative stereotypes in terms of competence (Rohmer & Louvet, 2011) but also behaviours (Dachez 

et al., 2016) can contribute to explain the exclusion that students with autism spectrum disorder could 

face within the mainstream educational system (Rattaz et al., 2020). 

Nonetheless, in terms of perspective, we believe that the present results could help within the 

successful implementation of an inclusive education policy. More precisely, by showing that the public 
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does not seem to embrace inclusive education for students with intellectual disabilities, it might 

contribute to explain why teachers also express negative attitudes towards those students (Jury et al., 

2020). Therefore, in addition to transform teachers’ workplaces in the pursuit of inclusive schooling, 

convincing the general population might also help teachers to change their attitudes and practices. 

Indeed, as mentioned above, research has shown that actors of change may modify their behaviours 

partly due to general population attitudes (Karali et al., 2014). As a result, even if this proposal is 

speculative, communicating to a larger public while promoting the inclusive education paradigm might 

represent an interesting way to foster attitudinal changes among teachers. 

Finally, it should be noted that this study is not without limitations. First of all, the data are 

extracted from an opinion poll which did not use a validated scale to measure attitudes towards 

inclusive education (for example see Mahat, 2008) although the items used were straightforward. 

Second, previous results regarding this topic appear to be highly sensitive to the cultural context (Scior 

et al., 2010). However, since this study was conducted in a context in which the inclusive education 

paradigm is quite new, its results might not be very representative of any other context. Third, this 

study used an explicit attitude measure on a topic highly associated with social desirability (Lüke & 

Grosche, 2018) that may have led the participants to express more positive attitudes than they 

actually have (Wilson & Scior, 2014). As a support to this proposal, it can be noted that the estimated 

mean score regarding students with an intellectual disability and those with autism spectrum disorder, 

respectively 2.89 and 2.95, could suggest rather favourable attitudes from the public regarding the 

inclusion of these students due to the closeness of these mean scores with the third point of the Likert 

scale, the “Favourable” one. Nonetheless, the question regarding their preferences rather revealed a 

mixed support regarding the participation of these students within the mainstream system - 51.35% 

and 54.95% respectively -. Altogether, these limitations imply that the results obtained here should be 

read cautiously and that a replication with a method limiting the social desirability bias, within another 

country, might represent an avenue to better understand the public attitudes. 

To conclude, the present study contributes to a better understanding of public attitudes to 

inclusive policies and inclusive education in particular. While teachers’ attitudes have been largely 

studied over the last decades, those of the wider population have received less attention. Investigating 

them is particularly important if we wish to have a clear insight into misconceptions about disability and 

develop more inclusive societies.  
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