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Perceptions of inclusion among lower secondary level
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ABSTRACT
This study aims at investigating Finnish lower secondary grade students’ (N =
469) emotional schoolwell-being, social inclusion, andacademic self-concept
with regard to grade level, linguistic background, and needs for support. For
collecting the data, a Finnish translation of the Perceptions of Inclusion
Questionnaire for students was used. The results suggest that, considering
the students’ own perceptions, Finnish schools are quite inclusive with
regard to students’ linguistic backgrounds. Although the results showed a
decrease in emotional well-being, social inclusion, and academic self-
concept during the lower secondary level, this decrease was not related to
any specific background factors. The results indicate that students
receiving support showed lower levels of social inclusion and academic
self-concept, suggesting that not all students feel equally included. These
findings underline the importance of assessing students’ own perceptions
of inclusion. Additionally, educational implications are discussed.
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Introduction

Inclusive education builds on the notion of meeting all students’ emotional, social, and educational
needs (see, e. g. Ainscow, 2020). Furthermore, accepting, understanding and attending to student
diversity is an important priority in inclusive schools (Nilholm & Göransson, 2017). Traditionally,
discussions on inclusion have focused on student placement, with the prerequisite of teaching all
students in the same mainstream classrooms and schools with adequate support (Nilholm &
Göransson, 2017). The aim of inclusive education, however, is not merely to physically locate all
students in the same classrooms but to promote the participation and educational achievement
of all students (UNESCO, 2008). According to Schwab and Alnahdi (2020), students’ subjectively
perceived emotional school well-being, social inclusion, and academic self-concept are
indicators and outcomes of high-quality inclusive education. In the current study, we investigated
Finnish lower secondary students’ perceptions in these areas. Since current literature reveals some
differences in students’ perceptions of inclusion based on age (Koskela et al., under review),
linguistic background (OECD, 2019), and needs for support (Bossaert et al., 2015; DeVries et al.,
2018; McCoy & Banks, 2012), those characteristics were also examined.
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Inclusive education for all

The Finnish school system is built upon public schools with highly educated teachers (Jakku-Sih-
vonen & Niemi, 2006; Pollari et al., 2018). At the systemic level, the Finnish educational system and
policies are inclusive and follow the principles of international documents (Jahnukainen, 2015;
UNESCO, 1994; United Nations, 2006; United Nations General Assembly, 2015). According to
the Finnish National Core Curriculum (Finnish National Agency for Education, 2014), basic edu-
cation is guided by the inclusion principle, and every student has the right to appropriate support
when the student needs it. Basic education is based on a three-tiered support model where the
amount of support increases and becomes more intensified and individualized according to need
(general, intensified, special; Finlex, 2011). In 2020, intensified support was received by 12.2% of
students and special support by 9.0% of students (Official Statistics of Finland, 2020a).

Although the principle of inclusion is mentioned in National Core Curriculum, inclusive edu-
cation is not defined or even mentioned in Finnish education legislation (Jahnukainen et al.,
2023). Furthermore, in Finland, local authorities have a relatively broad autonomy in implementing
the law and the national guidelines (Simola et al., 2017). This has led to different interpretations on
how inclusive education should be organized. Thus, means to offer support for students vary
depending on the local decision making, as well as local resources targeted at education (see
e. g. Lintuvuori et al., 2017), and sometimes to inaccurate use of ‘inclusion’ as a justification for
cost-effective solutions (Honkasilta et al., 2019). This confusing situation has led to a lively and
polarized debate in Finland about what inclusion means and should mean in school. Discussions
on inclusive education often focus on the narrow interpretation of inclusion: placing ‘students
with special needs’ in mainstream education (see e. g. Pitkänen et al., 2021).

Despite the ongoing debate and conceptual and practical ambiguities, the number of students
receiving full-time special education in special schools or special classes is continually decreasing
in Finland (Official Statistics of Finland, 2020a). In 2020, 34 percent of the students receiving special
support received all education in a special education group or class while ten years earlier, the per-
centage was 46 (Official Statistics of Finland, 2010). The same phenomenon has been identified in
many European countries (Ramberg & Watkins, 2020) and elsewhere (e. g. in Asia: Kalyanpur,
2020; in the U.S.: Powell, 2016), although there are differences between countries in the way inclus-
ive education is implemented. These diverse ways of responding to learners’ rights to inclusive edu-
cation may be associated with diverse understandings and interpretations of what inclusion means
(Kiuppis & Sarromaa Hausstätter, 2014)—whether it is a matter of including students with special
needs in mainstream education or simply a matter of including the whole diversity of students. In
the current study, we adopt the definition that inclusion in education means every student’s right to
belong to and participate in education for all with adequate support (see e. g. Jahnukainen et al.,
2023), and requires that the student also feels included (Schwab & Alnahdi, 2020).

Valuing and accepting diversity as a characteristic of ‘everyone’ is a baseline for inclusion in edu-
cation (Ainscow et al., 2006). Different needs for support are part of this diversity. In addition to
individual approaches to learning and studying, students come from heterogenous backgrounds
regarding culture, socio-economy, language, and educational history (Repo, 2020; Sinkkonen &
Kyttälä, 2014), challenging the education system and its practices. One of the global challenges con-
cerning educational systems is the question of languages (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2008), and how they
are intertwined with diversity of cultures, cultural identities, and immigration histories (e.g., Scan-
lan & Zisselsberger, 2015). Although Finland is officially a bilingual (Finnish and Swedish) country,
historically, it represents quite a homogenous country. During the past decades, Finland has
become an increasingly multicultural society. Currently, 7.8% of the population speaks some first
language other than Finnish, Swedish, or Samí (Official Statistics of Finland, 2020b). Simul-
taneously, the diversity and spectrum of different first languages among students in Finnish schools
have significantly increased (Vipunen, 2023). Linguistic diversity also challenges the process of
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identifying the actual need for support due to the lack of proper assessment methods (Sinkkonen &
Kyttälä, 2014; Sinkkonen et al., 2009; Sinkkonen et al., 2011).

In Finnish basic education, newly arrived immigrant students can be provided with preparatory
studies that cover 900 or 1000 h, depending on the grade level (Finnish National Agency for Edu-
cation, 2019). During this period, they can adapt themselves to the new school culture and learn the
language of schooling and instruction (Finnish or Swedish). All language groups also have a legal
right to maintain and develop their own languages at school (Finnish National Agency for Edu-
cation, 2014; Van Driel et al., 2016). However, the formal practices at school are often still mono-
lingual, and the students’ home languages are not used properly to support their learning (see, e.g.,
Alisaari et al., 2019), which, in turn, might expose students to experiences of exclusion. In addition,
the PISA results (OECD, 2015; 2019) also suggest that immigrant backgrounds have a greater nega-
tive impact on learning outcomes in Finland compared to other countries. However, school well-
being and satisfaction may often still be higher in students with immigrant backgrounds than
among other students (Harinen & Halme, 2012; Räsänen & Kivirauma, 2011).

Emotional well-being, social inclusion, and academic self-concept

In the current study, we use the threefold framework of the Perceptions of Inclusion Questionnaire
(PIQ; Venetz et al., 2015), which measures students’ subjective perceptions of inclusion by measur-
ing their 1) emotional school well-being, 2) social inclusion, and 3) academic self-concept. These
three dimensions are related to concepts of school well-being (Tobia et al., 2019), school satisfaction
(Liu et al., 2016), school engagement (Pietarinen et al., 2014), and school belongingness (Tian et al.,
2016). All of these concepts refer to connectedness and feelings of being included emotionally,
socially or academically. They contain emotional (positive emotions) and social (feelings of
being accepted and valued by others) elements, and are associated with academic achievement
(Braun, 2019; Bücker et al., 2018).

According to Guillemot and Hessels (2021), a student who experiences emotional school well-
being enjoys going to school and feels good about being there. Furthermore, emotional well-
being intertwines with the ability to form relationships with others (Denham et al., 2003; Pakarinen
et al., 2020). Social interaction, relationships with schoolmates, and feeling socially accepted are pre-
requisites for social inclusion (Koster et al., 2009). For adolescents, a sense of feeling socially
included at school is very important for academic success and emotional well-being (Catalano
et al., 2004). Some studies suggest that immigrant students with underrepresented language back-
grounds show lower levels of social inclusion in school (Osman et al., 2020), but opposite results
have also been reported (Borgonovi & Ferrara, 2020). In mainstream classrooms, students with
special educational needs (henceforth, SEN) are less accepted than their peers without SEN
(Nepi et al., 2015; Pijl et al., 2008). Several literature reviews indicate that students with SEN are
at greater risk of social isolation compared to students without SEN; they have fewer friends, feel
less integrated in the social processes of their class, and perceive their peer relations more negatively
(Bossaert et al., 2013; Heyder et al., 2020; Koster et al., 2009). Students with special needs also show
lower levels of emotional well-being (McCoy & Banks, 2012) although other studies have shown no
differences (Schwab et al., 2020).

Positive academic self-concept is one of the aims of inclusive education (DeVries et al., 2021). It
means believing in oneself as a learner, and teachers are in a significant position for setting proper
goals to support that (Ainscow et al., 2006; Woodcock, 2021). Academic self-concept is based on
student’s self-perceptions, which are formed through interaction with the environment and signifi-
cant others (Shavelson et al., 1976). Research suggests that a strong academic self-concept is related
to better academic achievement (Huang, 2011; Marsh & Martin, 2011). Thus, students with poor
academic performance are at risk of developing a weak academic self-concept. In school, balancing
expectations so that every student is able to reach their full potential as well as gain experiences of
success is of crucial importance (Woodcock, 2021).
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Academic self-concept is suggested to drop when students move to upper grades (Chang et al.,
2003; Liu & Wang, 2005; Postigo et al., 2022). Students with immigrant backgrounds are observed
to have lower academic self-concepts than students with native backgrounds (Figueiredo et al.,
2020; Giavrimis et al., 2003; Postigo et al., 2022). Studies concerning linguistic background have
provided mixed results. Second language learners have shown higher academic self-concept than
native language learners, but the results vary based on language group (Niehaus & Adelson,
2013), suggesting a more complicated interaction of socio-cultural differences than ‘just language.’
DeVries et al. (2018) reported that students with SEN also have lower academic self-concept in
inclusive mainstream classes than their peers without SEN. Similar results have been observed in
Finland (Koskela, et al., under review).

Current study

Students’ emotional school well-being, social inclusion, and academic self-concept are suggested
to be indicators and outcomes of high-quality inclusive education (Schwab & Alnahdi, 2020).
However, as the results presented above indicate, not all students feel equally included. In the
current study, these three dimensions were investigated using the student version of the PIQ
questionnaire (Venetz et al., 2015), which has quite recently been validated with primary school
students in Finland (Koskela, et al., under review) and previously in several other countries,
including Switzerland, with German-speaking students (Zurbriggen et al., 2019), France, with
French-speaking students (Guillemot & Hessels, 2021), and Sweden, with Swedish-speaking stu-
dents (DeVries et al., 2021).

Since previous studies have suggested differences in perceptions of inclusion based on age (Kos-
kela, et al., under review), and need for support (Bossaert et al., 2015; DeVries et al., 2018; McCoy &
Banks, 2012), those aspects were investigated in the current study as well. In addition, we inspected
the potential differences between students from monolingual (Finnish) backgrounds and students
from multilingual backgrounds. Even though some families with multilingual backgrounds spoke
Finnish as a second or third home language, in most multilingual families, Finnish was not among
the languages spoken at home. This means that the home language of those students is different
than the language of schooling and instruction, which, in turn, may pose challenges to feelings
of school inclusion (Menken & Kleyn, 2010).

The following research questions were established:

RQ1: To what extent does the three-factor structure of the PIQ (emotional school well-being, social
inclusion, academic self-concept; Venetz et al., 2015) fit the current Finnish sample of lower secondary
school students?

RQ2: To what extent does the level of emotional school well-being, social inclusion, and academic self-concept
differ with regard to grade level, linguistic background, and need for support?

The research expands the understanding of i) how the three-factor structure of the PIQ fits a
sample of lower secondary school students in the Finnish educational and cultural context,
and ii) how inclusion is currently actualized in Finland, a country with inclusive educational
and supportive, less assimilating, multicultural policies (see, e.g., Schachner et al., 2017). This
also complements the wider picture of the implementation of inclusion in different cultural
contexts.

Based on previous studies suggesting a good fit of the PIQ structure in different linguistic and
cultural contexts, we expected that the three-factor structure of the PIQ would also fit the current
sample (H1). As for differences in grade levels, we assumed that older students would feel less
included than younger students (H2). We based our assumption on results that showed a drop
in feelings of inclusion during the transition from primary grades to lower secondary grades
(Chang et al., 2003; Kuang et al., 2019; Liu & Wang, 2005; Postigo et al., 2022). Since the majority
of the studies showed that students with SEN feel themselves less included than students without
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SEN (e.g., Bossaert et al., 2015; Pijl et al., 2008), we expected similar results in our study as well (H3).
Because of mixed results, no hypothesis for differences between students with monolingual and
multilingual backgrounds was set.

Methods

Participants and procedure

Altogether, 469 students attending basic education grades 7–9 (aged 13–16) in mainstream
classes in mainstream schools participated in the current study. The language of schooling was
Finnish. The grade-level distribution was as follows: seventh graders (n = 108; 23.5%), eighth
graders (n = 184; 40.1%), and ninth graders (n = 167; 36.4%). There was a total of 276 females
(60.1%; nine participants did not declare gender). The distribution of gender across grade levels
was equal (χ2(4) = 2.63, p = .622). The participants represented five Finnish comprehensive schools
located in a relatively large municipality in southern Finland. In addition to subject teachers and
special education teachers, the schools had a resource for an additional teacher for linguistic
support, whose task was to work with recently arrived immigrant students transitioning from
preparatory to mainstream education (see also Harju-Autti et al., 2022). Most of the participants
received tier 1 support (n = 353, 76.9%). The others received tier 2 support (n = 39, 8.5%) or
tier 3 support (n = 18, 3.9%), or there was no information available (n = 49, 10.7%). The number
of students receiving intensified or special support is lower than in Finland on average (intensified
support: 12.2%; special support: 9.0%; Official Statistics of Finland, 2020a). The distribution of stu-
dents representing different support levels across grade levels was not equal (χ2(4) = 15.57, p < .01).
The proportion of students in general support was 86.7% among seventh graders, 92.7% among
eighth graders, and 78.4% among ninth graders. The data reflect the increasing multilingualism
in Finland. There were 36 different home languages, and 70 (14.9%) participants reported two or
more languages spoken at home. Seventy percent of them did not speak Finnish at home.
In addition to Finnish, the most common languages spoken at home were Russian, Arabic,
and English.

Permission to collect data was granted by the municipal authorities in fall 2018. Student partici-
pation was voluntary and required informed parental consent. One of the authors distributed
informed consent documents, research instructions, background questionnaires, and PIQ question-
naires to students during class visits to the respective schools in fall 2018. The students filled out the
informed consent documents, background questionnaires, and PIQ questionnaires at home with
their parents or guardians. 93.2% of the students reported that they had filled out the background
questionnaire and the PIQ questionnaire with the help of a parent or a guardian. Then the students
returned all the documents in sealed envelopes to teachers, who delivered them to the researchers.
Background information included gender, year of birth, tier of support, and the student’s home
language(s). This procedure followed the instructions of the Finnish National Board on Research
Integrity (TENK, 2019).

Instrument

The Finnish version of the PIQ (Venetz et al., 2015) consists of 12 items with four Likert-type
response categories (1- not at all true, 2- somewhat not true, 3- somewhat true, 4- certainly
true). The questionnaire is freely available. The questionnaire measures three dimensions of
inclusion: the emotional school well-being (e.g., “I like it in school”), social inclusion (e.g., “I
get along very well with my classmates”) and academic self-concept (e.g., “I am able to solve
very difficult problems”). Each dimension consists of four short and clearly understandable
items, and one of them is negatively formulated. The Finnish version had previously been validated
with Finnish primary school data (Koskela, et al., under review).

SCANDINAVIAN JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH 5



Analysis

The analyses were performed using SPSS software (IBM) version 27 andMplus version 8.0 (Muthén
&Muthén, 2017). To investigate how the three-factor structure of PIQ (emotional well-being, social
inclusion, academic self-concept) fits the current Finnish sample of adolescents, the factorial struc-
ture of the PIQ was first tested by exploratory factor analysis (EFA) using principal axis factoring
and Promax rotation with Kaiser normalization. Second, the three-factor structure was tested using
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). To evaluate the model fit, Root Mean Square Error of Approxi-
mation (RMSEA), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), and Standardized Root Mean Square Residual
(SRMR) were utilized in this study. RMSEA values below .08 (MacCallum et al., 1996), CFI values
above .90 (Cheung & Rensvold, 2002), and SRMR values below .08 (Hu & Bentler, 1999) indicated
sufficient fit. Third, the potential grade-level differences were inspected by one-way MANOVA
using the PIQ dimension composite scores as dependent variables. In addition, two-way MANO-
VAs were conducted to inspect grade level * lingual background and grade level * tier level inter-
action. Fourth, to investigate the extent to which the level of emotional well-being, social inclusion,
and academic self-concept differs with regard to linguistic background (monolingual, multilingual),
independent samples t-tests were conducted. Since there were students whose home language was
Finnish among students with multilingual backgrounds, we also inspected, using a t-test, whether
these two groups (multilingual, Finnish as home language vs. multilingual, Finnish not home
language) differed from each other. Fifth, to investigate the extent to which emotional well-
being, social inclusion, and academic self-concept differ with regard to need for support, differences
between students receiving general support (tier 1) and students receiving intensified or special sup-
port (tiers 2 and 3) were inspected using an independent samples t-test. In addition, a two-way
MANOVA was conducted to inspect tier level * linguistic background interaction.

Results

The results of EFA suggested that the three PIQ factors explained 68.2% of the variance (KMO
= .866; χ2(66) = 2429.91, p < .001; Table 1; Table 2).

CFA lends acceptable support to the original three-factor structure of (1) emotional well-being
(α = .85; 4 items), (2) social inclusion (α = .82; 4 items), and (3) academic self-concept (α = .82; 4
items; CFI = .94; RMSEA = .08; SRMR = .05; Hooper et al., 2008; Steiger, 2007; West et al., 2012)
suggested in previous studies with primary school children in Finland (Koskela, et al., under
review), and in other cultural contexts outside Finland (Guillemot & Hessels, 2021; Zurbriggen
et al., 2019). After some error covariances between items were added according to the modification
indices, the fit of the model improved (CFI = .96; RMSEA = .07; SRMR = .05; Figure 1). All three
factors correlated significantly and moderately with each other.

For descriptive statistics for composite scores (emotional well-being, social inclusion and aca-
demic self-concept), see Table 3. The results of one-way MANOVA showed that there were signifi-
cant grade-level differences in the PIQ dimensions [Pillai’s Trace = .04, F (6,858) = 2.64, p < .05, ηp2

= .02; Table 3]. Pairwise post hoc tests showed that seventh and eighth graders had significantly
higher scores in social inclusion and academic self-concept than ninth graders. No other significant
group differences emerged. There was no grade level * linguistic background interaction [Pillai’s
Trace = .03, F (6, 848) = 2.11, p = .050, ηp2 = .02] either. Even though the p-value was almost

Table 1. Factorial structure of PIQ (Venetz et al., 2015) in the Finnish sample.

Initial eigenvalues Extraction sums of squared loadings

PIQ dimension Eigenvalues % of variance Cumulative % Total % of variance Cumulative %

Emotional well-being 1.731 14.43 56.93 1.312 10.93 50.06
Social inclusion 5.101 42.51 42.51 4.695 39.13 39.13
Academic self-concept 1.347 11.23 68.16 0.969 8.07 58.14
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statistically significant, there were no statistically significant between-subject effects. There was also
no grade level * support level interaction (Pillai’s Trace = .01, F (6, 762) = 0.64, p = .697, ηp2 = .01).

The results of the independent samples t-test showed that there was a significant difference
between students with monolingual and multilingual backgrounds in emotional well-being, with
multilingual students showing significantly higher scores (Table 3). Students with monolingual
and multilingual backgrounds responded equally in social inclusion and academic self-concept.
More specific inspection showed that students with a multilingual background and Finnish as
their home language did not show a statistically significant difference from the students with multi-
lingual backgrounds without Finnish as their home language in emotional well-being (t =−1.36 ns,
d = -.29), social inclusion (t = .65 ns, d = .13), or academic self-concept (t = .58 ns, d = .12).

There were significant group differences in social inclusion and academic self-concept between
students receiving tier 1 (n = 348) and tier 2 or tier 3 support (n = 55; Table 4). In social inclusion
and academic self-concept, students receiving general support (tier 1) had significantly higher
scores than students receiving intensified or special support (tiers 2 and 3). In terms of emotional
well-being, the two groups responded equally. There was a significant support level * linguistic

Table 2. Item loadings in EFA.

Item Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3

Item 2 .84
Item 5 .76
Item 8 .58
Item 11 .82
Item 1 .94
Item 4 .74
Item 7 .54
Item 10 .76
Item 3 .80
Item 6 .81
Item 9 .48
Item 12. .73

Note. Factor 1 = Social inclusion; Factor 2 = Emotional well-being;
Factor 3 = Academic self-concept.

Figure 1. CFA for PIQ dimensions.

SCANDINAVIAN JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH 7



Table 3. Descriptive statistics for grade level and lingual background.

Grade level Lingual background

All 7th grade 8th grade 9th grade Mono Multi

Dimension M Sd M Sd M Sd M Sd F ηp2 M Sd M Sd t d

Emotional well-being 3.11 0.63 3.23 0.64 3.14 0.59 3.04 0.62 2.96ns .01 3.08 0.64 3.22 0.60 −2.02* −.22
Social inclusion 3.47 0.59 3.55 0.53 3.53 0.57 3.36 0.63 4.42* .02 3.49 0.57 3.42 0.63 1.19ns .13
Academic self-concept 3.10 0.61 3.16 0.57 3.18 0.60 2.98 0.62 4.90** .02 3.11 0.62 3.09 0.59 0.23ns .03

Note. * p < .05; ** p < .01.
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background interaction (Pillai’s Trace = .02, F (3, 379) = 2.94, p < .05, ηp2 = .02). Among students
with monolingual backgrounds, emotional well-being was lower among students receiving inten-
sified or special support (M = 2.91; SD = .72) than among students receiving general support (M
= 3.12; SD = .61). However, among students with multilingual backgrounds, the situation was
exactly the opposite. Students receiving intensified or special support showed higher scores in
emotional well-being (M = 3.40; SD = .48) than students receiving general support (M = 3.17; SD
= .64). In academic self-concept, students who had monolingual backgrounds and were receiving
intensified or special support had lower scores (M = 2.64; SD = .55) than students who were receiv-
ing general support (M = 3.18; SD = 58). Among students with multilingual backgrounds, the stu-
dents receiving general support (M = 3.12; SD = .63) and intensified or special support (M = 3.07;
SD = .49) responded equally in items measuring academic self-concept.

Discussion

We investigated how the three-factor structure of the PIQ (emotional school well-being, social
inclusion, academic self-concept) fits the Finnish sample of lower secondary school students, and
how the level of emotional, social, and academic dimensions differs with regard to grade level, lin-
guistic background, and need for support. First, as expected (H1), our results showed that the three-
factor structure (PIQ; Venetz et al., 2015) fits the Finnish sample of lower secondary school stu-
dents. The results are in concordance with previous studies in Finland (Koskela, et al., under
review), and elsewhere in other culturally and linguistically diverse contexts (DeVries et al.,
2021; Guillemot & Hessels, 2021; Zurbriggen et al., 2019) and suggest that the PIQ is a suitable
tool for measuring lower secondary level students’ perceptions of inclusion in Finnish.

As we expected (H2), there were significant grade-level differences showing a drop in social
inclusion, and academic self-concept during the lower secondary level. The results are in line
with previous Finnish studies (Konu et al., 2015; Koskela, et al., under review), suggesting that
school well-being in basic education is lower in older age groups. The results are also in line
with several other studies representing diverse educational and cultural contexts (Chang et al.,
2003; Kuang et al., 2019; Liu &Wang, 2005; Postigo et al., 2022), suggesting that decline is not con-
text-dependent but universal. It is also in line with results suggesting a decline in overall academic
motivation during the same period following the transition from primary to secondary education
(Peetsma et al., 2005). No interaction between grade level and linguistic background or support
level was observed, suggesting that the drop equally concerns the whole diversity of students.

There was a significant difference between students with monolingual and multilingual back-
grounds in emotional well-being, with multilingual students showing significantly higher scores.
Students with monolingual and multilingual backgrounds responded equally in social inclusion
and academic self-concept, suggesting that linguistic background does not seem to be a risk for feel-
ing excluded in Finnish school. The perceptions of inclusion of students with multilingual back-
grounds were similar regardless of whether they used Finnish as their home language or not.
This result is in line with previous Finnish studies suggesting that students with immigrant back-
grounds show equal or even higher school well-being or satisfaction than other students (Harinen &
Halme, 2012; Räsänen & Kivirauma, 2011). On the other hand, opposite results have also been

Table 4. Descriptive statistics for support level.

Tier 1 Tier 2, 3

Dimension M Sd M Sd t d

Emotional well-being 3.12 0.62 3.14 0.66 −.12 −.02
Social inclusion 3.52 0.56 3.26 0.66 2.98** .44
Academic self-concept 3.17 0.59 2.87 0.58 3.42*** .51

Note. ** p < .01; *** p < .001.
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presented (Matikka et al., 2015). Although multilingual background does not necessarily indicate
immigrant background, most of the students from a multilingual home (70%) did not speak Finnish
at home. This suggests that many of the students with multilingual backgrounds are likely to be
either first- or second-generation immigrants. Our results contradict many previous international
studies that have suggested that students with language minority and immigrant backgrounds show
lower levels of school well-being (OECD, 2018; Osman et al., 2020) or academic self-concept (Fig-
ueiredo et al., 2020; Giavrimis et al., 2003; Postigo et al., 2022), indicating lower levels of experi-
enced inclusion. However, also results in line with our results have been reported (Borgonovi &
Ferrara, 2020).

The students classified as having multilingual backgrounds represent a heterogeneous group.
Previous studies have suggested that academic inclusion is a result of interaction between diverse
socio-cultural factors and not just the result of a foreign language (Romo et al., 2018). Conse-
quently, this means that although the results in general suggest that linguistic background does
not seem to be a risk for feeling excluded in Finnish schools, there might be student groups that
are more vulnerable to exclusion, or ‘not being included’. For instance, Matikka et al. (2015)
observed that first-generation immigrants experienced more problems and felt less support at
school compared to second-generation immigrants or native-born Finns.

As we expected (H3), the students receiving intensified or special support showed significantly
lower levels of social and academic inclusion than students receiving general support did. These
results are in line with previous studies showing that students with SEN feel lower levels of social
inclusion (Bossaert et al., 2013; Koskela, et al., under review), and lower academic self-concept
(DeVries et al., 2018; Koskela, et al., under review) in mainstream classes than students without
SEN, and suggest that Finnish schools are not equally inclusive for all students at different support
levels. Even though our previous Finnish results suggested that primary school students receiving
intensified support also had lower levels of emotional well-being (Koskela, et al., under review), in
the current lower secondary data the results were not repeated.

More interestingly, receiving more intensive support than general support was a risk for lower
emotional well-being and academic self-concept among students with monolingual backgrounds
but not among students with multilingual backgrounds. Among students with multilingual back-
grounds, the students who were receiving intensified or special support felt themselves more
emotionally and academically included than students receiving general support. Among students
with monolingual backgrounds, the situation was exactly the opposite: students receiving inten-
sified or special support showed lower levels of emotional well-being and academic self-concept.
There are several potential explanations for these results. First, young people learning the language
of schooling have themselves indicated that support at Finnish schools may not always have been
the best possible (Sinkkonen et al., 2020). If this was the case, the transition to more intensive and
systematic support might strengthen the feelings of inclusion. Second, the schools in the current
data had additional support for Finnish language learners (Harju-Autti et al., 2022), which may
have supported students’ perceptions of inclusion as well. This suggests that providing the recently
arrived language learners with additional, targeted, intensified support after the period of prepara-
tory studies may result in positive outcomes considering emotional well-being and academic self-
concept in mainstream education. Furthermore, previous studies have suggested that students with
immigrant backgrounds value the support they receive from school professionals (Harju-Autti
et al., 2022; Sinkkonen et al., 2020).

Limitations

There are certain limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the data was gathered using the
Finnish version of the PIQ questionnaire, which may have caused misunderstandings among
non-native respondents. Second, most of the participants filled out the PIQ questionnaire at
home with the help of an adult. This means there are at least two potential risks for the data. On
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the one hand, the presence of an adult may have influenced the students’ responses. On the other
hand, not everyone who needed help may have received it. These limitations need to be addressed in
future studies. Since inclusive education concerns all students, all students should also be able to
participate in studies concerning their experiences of inclusion. Third, the number of students
receiving intensified or special support was lower than in average in Finland suggesting that the
data is less heterogeneous than in typical Finnish lower secondary schools and may thus give
more concise picture of students’ perceptions of inclusion. However, since over ten percent of
the participants did not respond to this question, the percentage of those receiving intensified or
special support may appear lower than it really is. Fourth, the schools in the current data had
additional support for Finnish language learners (Harju-Autti et al., 2022), which may have also
supported students’ experiences of inclusion, and thus give an overly positive picture of perceptions
of inclusion among students with multilingual backgrounds in Finnish schools. Fifth, the PIQ ques-
tionnaire (Venetz et al., 2015) provides one perspective on the concept of inclusion, as the instru-
ment narrows the concept of inclusion down to emotional school well-being, social inclusion, and
academic self-concept.

Conclusion

Our results complement previous studies in other cultural and linguistic contexts and reinforce the
conception that the PIQ is suitable for assessing students’ subjective perceptions of inclusion in a
variety of contexts. Our results also suggest that, based on lower secondary level students’ own per-
ceptions, Finnish school is quite inclusive with regard to students’ linguistic backgrounds. Although
the results showed a drop in emotional well-being, social inclusion, and academic self-concept
during the lower secondary level, the drop was not specifically related to any specific background
factors but concerned the whole diversity of students. However, there were differences in percep-
tions of social inclusion and academic self-concept between students receiving diverse levels of sup-
port, suggesting that not all students feel equally included. These findings also underline the
importance of assessing students’ own perceptions of inclusion in Finnish schools and elsewhere
to truly measure the quality of inclusive education. Since the students’ perceptions of inclusion
are intertwined with school well-being as well as school belonging, assessing and frequently moni-
toring them should be essential parts of every school’s well-being work. Our results also support the
notion that pedagogical support, such as additional support for Finnish language learners (see
Harju-Autti et al., 2022), may help support the inclusion of students who might be at risk of feeling
excluded.
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