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Abstract  

This paper attempts to present the challenges and issues of inclusion in distance 

teaching and learning as experienced by Czech university teachers and students 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. The article offers analytical insights into how 

the virtual university environment and classrooms were affected by the pandemic 

crisis. Although several international studies have been conducted on COVID 

and distance education, only a few have explored in detail the topic of inclusion 

by covering both the perspectives of university teachers and students. Our results 

are based on a questionnaire survey of teachers and a pilot questionnaire survey 

of students administered at a public university in the Czech Republic. Further, the 

findings highlight the inclusion of students with special needs in the context of 

the pandemic crisis to provide up-to-date perspectives from university teachers 

and students on issues related to inclusivity in the teaching and learning 

environment. The study indicates that more support and further training to 

teachers are needed regarding issues of inclusion to help bring online learning to 

the same level as education in brick-and-mortar schools. 
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Introduction 

For at least the past 10 years, inclusivity in higher education has been widely discussed 

in academic and scientific publications in many disciplines (Faura-Martínez, 2022; 

Morgado et al., 2016; Smith, 2015). Challenges regarding inclusive education can be 

grouped together into the “big five” of diversity: gender, socioeconomic status, ethnic 

minorities, religious beliefs, and abilities, or disabilities (Mitchell, 2018). Inclusiveness 

has been established as a strategic issue at numerous higher education institutions (HEIs; 

Claeys-Kulik et al., 2019). Based on the robust research conducted conducted so far, 

several new challenges as well as further opportunities have come to the fore regarding 

this topic. Past research includes work on implementing the principles of inclusive 

education within higher education (Moriña, 2017). These involve case studies; for 

example, an extensive research project at an Australian university focused on students 

with physical disabilities, staff perceptions about resource allocations creating student 

dependencies, staff training needs, the low representation of students with visible 

disabilities, and moving inclusion beyond education into employment (Collins et al., 

2019). Research projects have identified barriers to inclusion in terms of the lack of 

consensus among faculty members about the very meaning of the term; poor faculty 

training in inclusive teaching and learning strategies has also been defined as a problem. 

Both of these issues as well as many others negatively impact the quality implementation 

of inclusive strategies in university classrooms (Márquez & Melero-Aguilar, 2022).  

Issues of inclusion have been raised quite strongly in connection to 

internationalization processes at HEIs in general (Henderson et al., 2017), in terms of 

online learning as a way toward enhancing intercultural exchange (Lewis & O'Dowd, 

2016), as well as in terms of virtual mobilities as one potential way to increase access to 

international connections (Kommers & Bista, 2020). Distance learning and digital 
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education have also been comprehensively discussed through several forums, including 

ways of incorporating new hardware and software technologies (see e.g., Nixon et al., 

2021). While all of this work had been taking place prior to the COVID pandemic, the 

need created by the pandemic restrictions accelerated online initiatives highlighting 

digital inclusion as an important theme, such as the Collaborative Online International 

Learning project (Beelen et al., 2021; Wimpenny et al., 2022). 

In Europe, proclamations in several HE European policy documents prioritize 

inclusion (European Commission, 2021), with the need for access to higher education 

repeatedly expressed as a primary concern (see Čerešňová, 2018; Claeys-Kulik et al., 

2019). Despite these efforts, only a few countries have followed up with concrete action 

to foster social inclusion in higher education at the system level (see Claeys-Kulik et al., 

2019). Johnstone and Edwards (2020) have argued that while specific accommodations 

are needed for some individuals and groups, there is still a great need to transform 

institutional systems to be more responsive and accessible to diverse or plural 

populations.  

Recent years have seen major initiatives undertaken to provide spaces for 

discussion and training. These have largely been driven by HEIs or supported by them, 

for example, the Belgian Support Centre for Inclusive Higher Education 

(https://www.siho.be/en), the SALTO Inclusion & Diversity Resource Centre 

(https://www.salto-youth.net/rc/inclusion/) supporting national agencies across Europe 

along with professional organizations such as the Academic Cooperation Association 

(https://aca-secretariat.be/). European policy priorities as well as the practices of HEIs 

seem to be slowly coming to terms with the need to resolve issues regarding all types of 

inclusion in systems of tertiary education. 

https://www.siho.be/en
https://www.salto-youth.net/rc/inclusion/
https://aca-secretariat.be/
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 Critical theories have also aided in unpacking of the layers of inequity in the 

classroom and in other environments of HEIs. Even processes geared toward intercultural 

exchanges such as internationalization and international collaboration are also not 

immune to the potential problems brought on by structural inequity (Janebová et al., 

2022). While universities in Europe are struggling to embrace the goal of excellence and 

inclusion not as two exclusionary premises but as complementary qualities of HEIs, 

universities in North America seem to be more successful in leveraging the concept of 

diversity, equity, and inclusion on their campuses (Janebová et al., 2022).  Fully 

enhancing and empowering the diversity narrative at HEIs requires a focus on all 

underrepresented groups, including students with special learning needs. Unpacking 

inclusion is very complex; it requires cross-institutional collaboration among all 

participating HEI stakeholders to transform HEIs (Claeys-Kulik et al., 2019). Finding 

solutions toward greater inclusivity goes beyond the student experience; individual 

teaching and learning environments as well as the broader academic environment must 

be considered (Janebová et al., 2022). The learning process and student perspectives need 

to be examined synergistically in the context of teaching environments and processes 

along with the perspective of teachers. 

Inclusion in distance teaching and learning represents another major challenge, 

especially in the context of COVID-19 lockdown measures, which greatly reshaped 

higher education provision by integrating the digital mode. The switch from face-to-face 

education to distance education served as a major impetus for scholars to review 

education systems. Academics explored the precepts at the core of education, with studies 

also incorporating what inclusivity means in the context of distance teaching and learning. 

Before COVID-19, several trends in research on inclusive virtual education in higher 

education had emerged addressing principles such as tolerance, respect, equity, 
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accessibility, quality, and social justice with regard to the diversity of students from the 

perspective of education as a human right (see Fermín-González, 2019). During the 

pandemic crisis, these trends came to be examined in more detail, with explorations 

continuing today of the huge impacts on higher education brought on by the sudden 

increase in online learning (see e.g., Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020).  

While implementing the principles of inclusive education had been challenging 

even before the pandemic (Moriña, 2017), during the COVID-19 lockdown period of 

online teaching it became even more so. Important international studies have been 

conducted on this topic (e.g., Chan et al., 2021), although to date the issues of inclusive 

education in distance learning and teaching among university teachers and students has 

not been mapped in detail. Our research contributes to filling this knowledge gap by 

analyzing not only how the virtual university environment was affected by the closures 

and the pandemic crisis overall but also devoting special attention to the specific region 

of Central Europe, where research on distance teaching and learning in inclusive higher 

education has not yet been a major focus. In the Czech Republic, no other similar research 

has been conducted. Moreover, we hope that our regional research findings may 

contribute to the global scholarship in this area as well. 

Different parts of the world emphasize different aspects of inclusion; for example, 

in India, inclusion is seen as synonymous with the greater participation of women; in the 

United States of America, it is generally related to greater campus diversity; in Europe 

and Australia, it is associated with access for students from lower socioeconomic groups 

and students with special needs (Márquez & Melero-Aquilar, 2022). In our research, we 

examined the inclusion of students with special needs, whether or not they are “lumped 

together” with other students regardless of their unique learning needs (i.e., without any 

consideration of providing them with special support measures or other inclusive teaching 
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strategies). In contrast to the emphasis of other studies on other aspects of inclusion, we 

took the view of inclusion as creating an safe, open, and welcoming teaching and learning 

environment at a particular university. Further, besides considering the participatory 

dimension of inclusive education, that is, who has access, we examined the quality of the 

education provided. Our notion of quality here is conjoined with the designation of feeling 

safe as one of the most challenging issues in inclusivity. This sense of feeling safe is the 

key component to inclusivity as defined by recipients, in comparison with Goodall’s 

(2020) concept of inclusion as a feeling (a sense of belonging), not necessarily being 

included within a physical place. We share Frazier et al.’s (2017) view on the important 

role of psychological safety in the workplace, defined as “a condition in which you feel 

(1) included, (2) safe to learn, (3) safe to contribute, and (4) safe to challenge the status 

quo – all without fear of being embarrassed, marginalized, or punished in some way” 

(Clark, 2020, p. 2). 

Incorporating this broad definition of inclusion has helped us to better understand 

the experiences of both educators and students. The category of students at universities 

in our region includes students with special needs; that is, this population is not 

considered in any way as separate from other learners. We agree with the view of Lister 

et al. (2020) that an inclusive approach to distance teaching and learning is essential to 

ensure that students with special needs have equitable chances of success. Psychological 

safety is also an issue of prime importance to students with special needs, as it is to all 

learners. As the feeling of safety affects a student’s learning strategies, this also must be 

carefully considered in distance education. Studies have highlighted the significance of 

implementing active coping strategies and adopting student-centered learning approaches 

that encourage self-directed and self-regulated learning during the time of pandemic 

crises (Gaeta et al., 2021). According to research by Börnert-Ringleb et al. (2021), student 
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self-regulation plays a crucial role in the context of distance learning. The pandemic crisis 

demonstrated that many students with special needs can benefit greatly from online 

learning environments, which may provide them with customized educational 

opportunities, resources, and support that can enhance their academic performance 

(Deschaine, 2018). 

This article is based on a case study and related quantitative research conducted 

through a teacher questionnaire at a university in the Czech Republic, with the 

questionnaire survey of teachers complemented by a pilot questionnaire survey of 

students. Similarly to other countries, COVID-19 significantly influenced education 

systems in the Czech Republic, which switched to an almost exclusive distance learning 

format between March 2020 and July 2021. As elsewhere, higher education was severely 

affected. As in other countries, higher education in the Czech Republic continues to 

struggle with challenges related to the impact of pandemic crises (Aristovnik et al., 2020; 

European Commission et al., 2021).  

Our study aimed to provide up-to-date insights into the perceptions of university 

teachers and students regarding the inclusivity of their teaching and learning 

environments in the context of the pandemic crises as well as to identify challenging 

elements of inclusive online learning and teaching. While the transformation of higher 

education institutions requires all stakeholders to participate and collaborate, our research 

focused on the key actors in the virtual classroom: students and teachers. University 

teachers play a significant role in the advance of inclusion in higher education, as their 

beliefs are a key element in the development of inclusive education and the practices 

associated with it (Gale et al., 2017, cited in Márquez & Melero-Aguilar, 2022). In our 

study, we focused on the insights of teachers and students, particularly on their 

perceptions regarding virtual learning environments in terms of inclusivity, their 
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experience and feelings of being included in the virtual teaching and learning 

environments, and their perceptions of institutional approaches to providing support 

measures in distance education. In the Czech Republic and worldwide, most traditional 

higher education models are not sufficiently adapted to the needs of people with learning 

disabilities (Zhang et al., 2020). For this reason, it was also essential for our research that 

we map the perspective of students with special needs in the context of online learning 

and teaching. 

Methodology 

Our research focused on one higher education institution. For this reason, we took 

advantage of the framework of the case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon (the ‘case’) in depth and within its real-world context” (Yin, 

2014, p. 16). Our case was an average-sized public university in the Czech Republic, 

which offers accredited bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral programs.  The spectrum of 

study programs is quite wide and includes the fields of economics, informatics and 

management, natural sciences and engineering, as well as education, arts, philology, 

social sciences, and other humanities fields. As of December 31, 2020, there were 6,390 

students studying at the university and 551 teachers. 

As a method of collecting our data, we used a quantitative survey to “identify 

trends in attitudes, opinions, behaviors, or characteristics of a large group of people” 

(Creswell 2012, p. 25) on the basis of a sample of the university population. According 

to Creswell (2012, p. 36), “describing a trend means that the research problem can be 

answered best by a study in which the researcher seeks to establish the overall tendency 

of responses from individuals and to note how this tendency varies among people.” 

The quantitative survey of teachers and the pilot questionnaire survey of students 

were conducted from June 14 to June 30, 2021, through electronic questionnaires using 
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Microsoft Forms. The aim was to elicit the teachers’ and students’ experiences of online 

teaching and learning conducted during the period of the anti-epidemic measures that 

restricted the presence of teachers and students on the university campus between March 

2020 and July 2021. 

Quantitative survey of teachers 

The questionnaire featured 20 questions focusing on issues and challenges of inclusion in 

distance teaching and learning (the questionnaire also contained other questions that 

focused on topics we do not discuss in this article, such as ethical aspects of online 

teaching and testing). In completing the survey, the respondents expressed their level of 

agreement or disagreement with the given statements on a Likert scale from 1 (strongly 

agree) to 4 (strongly disagree).  

An invitation to participate, including a link to the survey, was emailed to all 

university academics; 197 teachers responded out of a total of 551 invited to participate 

in the survey, resulting in a response rate of 36%.  

Regarding interdisciplinary representation, 67 respondents were from the Faculty 

of Philosophy, 66 from the Faculty of Education, 34 from the Faculty of Informatics and 

Management, and 30 from the Faculty of Science. There were 119 respondents from the 

humanities and social sciences, 37 from fields preparing for the regulated professions 

(teaching, social work), 32 from science, 26 from engineering, 8 from the arts, 4 from 

sports, and the rest from other or unidentified fields. About one third of our respondents 

(34.9%) had between 11 and 20 years of teaching experience; 26.2% had taught at the 

university for more than 20 years; 19% for 5 to 10 years; and 19% were classified as 

beginning teachers, that is, they had taught at the university level for less than 5 years. 

One percent of respondents did not indicate the length of their teaching experience. More 
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than three quarters of the respondents (77.4%) had no experience with online teaching 

before the pandemic crisis. 

Pilot quantitative survey of students 

The quantitative survey of teachers was complemented by a pilot quantitative survey of 

154 students which contained 36 questions focusing on distance learning. The survey was 

seen as mini version of a full-scale planned study as well as a pretest for research focusing 

specifically on challenges of inclusion in distance teaching and learning from the 

perspective of university students. To form the group of pilot survey respondents, 

university departments were contacted and asked to email a link to the pilot survey 

questions to their students. While the students of this study are not representative of the 

entire university as an institution, the results of the pilot survey sample were intended to 

complement the survey results of university teachers; that is, we sought to highlight 

additional trends in distance teaching and learning as well as to sketch out opportunities 

for future research in this area. Although the age of the respondents ranged from 20 to 50 

years, 80% of the respondents were under 24 years of age. The majority of the 

respondents who completed the survey were studying at the Faculty of Education (n = 

112), with others at the Faculty of Science (n = 37), and a fraction at the Faculty of 

Philosophy (n = 5). 

Ethical aspects of research 

All respondents to our questionnaire survey of teachers and the pilot questionnaire survey 

of students were over 18 years of age and were informed about the purpose of the research 

along with the ethical aspects of the research (Panter & Sterba, 2011). The respondents 

were informed that the data would be used only in anonymized form. Participation in the 

data collection was voluntary, and it was made clear to the respondents that by completing 
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the questionnaire they agreed to participate in the survey. The Committee for Research 

Ethics at the university approved the research proposal (registration number 10/2022). 

The Committee for Research Ethics at the university approved the research proposal 

(registration number 10/2022) and deemed that the described study procedure was in 

accordance with the Ethical Research framework of the Ministry of Education, Youth and 

Sports of the Czech Republic as well as the ethical requirements in research of the 

European Union. 

Analysis  

Within the framework of a questionnaire survey of teachers and a pilot questionnaire 

survey of students, we examined how university teachers and students reflected on 

inclusive aspects of their own virtual teaching and learning during the pandemic crises. 

Firstly, we framed inclusivity within the institution. Our research focused on three broad 

conceptual areas along with the themes identified within them: the teachers’ and students’ 

perceptions of virtual learning environments in terms of inclusion, their own experience 

of feeling included in distance education, and their perceptions regarding institutional 

approaches to providing support measures in distance education. 

We used a quantitative data analysis approach (Jensen, 2019; Kent, 2015). The 

survey results were processed in SPSS using descriptive analysis along with the 

measurement of relationships between variables. In the first stage of our analysis, we used 

a basic descriptive view of our themes, while in the next stage, we attempted to reduce 

the data to search for underlying factors that significantly impact the setting of inclusion 

within distance education at the university. 

For the survey, we applied factor analysis to our battery of questions (cf Jung & 

Lee, 2022; Muilenburg & Berge, 2005) with the aim of reducing the number of variables 

and obtaining new reduced variables for further analysis. Factor analysis was found to be 
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suitable, as the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin test value was 0.67 and Bartlett’s test was significant. 

First, a total of 5 factors were identified using Varimax rotation, which accounted for a 

total of 58% of the variance, although 4 out of a total of 18 variables could not be clearly 

assigned to any of the factors and were therefore removed from the analysis. After 

reapplying factor analysis to 14 variables, 5 factors were confirmed, accounting for a total 

of 64% of the variance. With the derived factors, new quasi-cardinal variables were 

created, which were calculated as the average value and mean from the variables 

pertaining to the given factor. The new quasi-cardinal variables were created to measure 

the value of deeper variables in terms of capturing details regarding how the university 

environment is situated in terms of inclusion in the online environment (see The 

perspective of university teachers and results of the factor analysis section). 

Results  

In this section, we begin by focusing on the teachers’ perspective as shown through the 

questionnaire, followed by the students’ perspective as indicated in the pilot questionnaire 

survey of students. As mentioned above, greater emphasis was placed on the teachers’ 

perspective, with the pilot questionnaire survey of students serving as a complementary 

survey. At the time of the online learning mandate, the most common mode of classes at 

the university was synchronous teaching during the originally scheduled lesson time, 

accompanied by asynchronous teaching in the form of assignments and study materials 

in the open-source learning platform Moodle. 

University teachers’ perceptions of virtual learning environments in terms of 

inclusion 

According to our data, two thirds of the respondents (61.6%, n = 117) agreed with the 

statement “The virtual environment is open to all students.” A total of 55.6% of the 

Okomentoval(a): [UsW1]: In this case, I prefer repetition 
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teachers (n = 104), agreed with the statement “The heterogeneity of a student body must 

be considered in setting the goals of distance education in the teaching of individual 

subjects.” Through the response to this item, it was possible to identify differences among 

teachers according to their length of experience. Teachers with more years of experience, 

that is, greater than 10 years, showed stronger agreement with this statement than teachers 

with less experience, that is, up to 10 years. Specifically, 65.2% of teachers with 11–20 

years of experience agreed, as did 62% of teachers with more than 20 years of experience; 

in terms of all teachers with less than 10 years of experience, 54.3% agreed, with only 

32.4% of teachers with experience of 5–10 years indicating agreement (χ² = 10,7, sig. = 

0,05). Just under half of all the respondents (45.6%, n = 88) indicated their belief in the 

statement “The virtual environment provides the same chance for quality education to all 

students,” with only 33.9% of all teachers (n = 65) responding affirmatively to the 

statement “It is possible to include and involve all students in the virtual environment” 

(see Table 1).  

[INSERT TABLE 1 HERE] 

Table 1. Responses to the statement “It is possible to include and involve all students in 

the virtual environment.” 

 Answers Frequency % Valid % Cumulative % 

Valid definitely agree 11 5.6 5.7 5.7 

rather agree 54 27.4 28.1 33.9 

rather disagree 88 44.7 45.8 79.7 

strongly disagree 39 19.8 20.3 100 

Total 192 97.5 100  

Missing Total 5 2.5   

Total 197 100   

 

University teachers’ experiences of inclusion in distance education 
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The questionnaire also addressed the respondents’ experience with previous online 

teaching and learning before the COVID-19 period, that is, before the transition to online 

learning in the Czech Republic under the anti-epidemic measures. Most of the teachers 

(77.4%) had no experience of online teaching and learning; thus, the transition was a 

completely new for them. They had to adapt quickly to this situation, sometimes in quite 

difficult conditions (insufficient equipment, limited social contact, limited sharing of 

experiences, increased demands of caring for their own children and other family 

members during lockdown). These trying circumstances often made it all the more 

challenging for them to create circumstances to best support the inclusive aspects of 

online learning. 

In our survey, we asked about the practice of online teaching during the lockdown 

period. A large majority of respondents (94.3%) agreed with the statement “I am looking 

for ways to adapt online teaching to the students’ needs.” No significant differences in 

this regard were found among faculties, disciplines, or teachers in terms of length of 

experience. 

Most teachers attempted to incorporate inclusive aspects of teaching; that is, 79% 

agreed with the assertion “I take into consideration the heterogeneous composition of the 

student body during my work” (see Table 2).  

[INSERT TABLE 2 HERE] 

Table 2. Responses to the statement “I take into consideration the heterogeneous 

composition of the student body during my work.” 

 Answers Frequency % Valid % Cumulative % 

Valid  definitely agree 42 21.3 22.3 22.3 

rather agree 107 54.3 56.9 79.3 

rather disagree 28 14.2 14.9 94.1 

strongly disagree 11 5.6 5.9 100 
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Total 188 95.4 100  

Missing Total 9 4.6   

Total 197 100   

 

Almost two thirds of the teachers (68.9%) agreed with the statement “I work with 

the climate of the study body during online teaching.” Regarding this item, a connection 

with the faculty at which the teachers worked was again found. This practice was more 

likely to be declared by teachers from the Faculty of Education and the Faculty of 

Informatics and Management, less often by teachers from the Faculty of Philosophy, and 

least of all by those from the Faculty of Science (χ² = 9.32, sig. = 0.05). 

According to our data, about two thirds (68.4%, n = 130) of teachers felt safe in 

online teaching (see Table 3), although this was a significant difference from traditional 

teaching, in which our respondents reported feeling much safer at a rate of up to 92.1% 

(n = 174). There were significant differences in terms of the respondents’ disciplines in 

this area. Teachers of the engineering disciplines felt more safe in online teaching (up to 

84.2% of them), while teachers of arts disciplines felt the least safe—only 14.3% of them 

(χ² = 11.45, sig. = 0.01). 

[INSERT TABLE 3 HERE] 

Table 3. Responses to the statement “I feel safe during online teaching.” 

 Answers Frequency % Valid % Cumulative 

% 

Valid definitely agree 42 21.3 22.1 22.1 

rather agree 88 44.7 46.3 68.4 

rather disagree 41 20.8 21.6 90 

strongly disagree 19 9.6 10 100 
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Total 190 96.4 100  

Missing Total 7 3.6   

Total 197 100   

 

Four questions focused on the teachers’ experiences of negative phenomena in the 

online environment. In general, this experience was significantly low at the university. 

Using the statement “I have encountered bullying in the online learning environment 

from students to teachers,” we asked whether respondents had experienced mistreatment 

The vast majority (96.4%) indicated they had not experienced bullying. Similarly, 97.3% 

of our respondents declared that they generally had not seen “Bullying of students by 

teachers in the online university space.” A slightly higher rate of agreement, but still very 

low, was found regarding the experience of teachers with negative online comments or 

other negative posts through the item “A post showing teacher shaming, or ridicule of 

classes, or disparaging the university (e.g., on some social media site).” A total of 7.7% 

of the respondents concurred with this statement. 

Only 3.6% of our respondents indicated agreement with “Experience in which 

students singled out a classmate from the team” (e.g., the learner was excluded from 

receiving study materials if they were not actively participating online group 

activities). We were also interested in whether the respondent teachers were prepared for 

the risks of online learning. Nearly 60% indicated that they were not. This included those 

who otherwise felt safe in the online environment (n = 66. 35%), although there was 

otherwise a significant correlation between the two questions; that is, those who felt safe 

in the online environment were also more likely to be prepared for the risks of online 

learning (χ² = 43.7, sig. = 0. 001).  

University teachers’ approaches to providing support measures in distance 
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education 

We were interested in how open the virtual environment is to special needs students. 

Nearly half of the respondents (45.0%, n = 85) agreed with the statement “The virtual 

environment is less accessible to students with special needs” (see Table 4). To a large 

extent, our respondents perceived the nature of online learning as not very supportive of 

students with special needs. 

 [INSERT TABLE 4 HERE]  

Table 4. Responses to the statement “The virtual environment is less accessible to 

students with special needs.” 

 Answers Frequency % Valid % Cumulative % 

Valid definitely agree 18 9.1 9.4 9.4 

rather agree 67 34 35.1 44.5 

rather disagree 85 43.1 44.5 89 

strongly disagree 21 10.7 11 100 

Total 191 97 100  

Missing Total 6 3   

Total 197 100   

 

We also found that about one fifth of the teachers considered heterogeneity to be 

a complication, while a quarter of our respondents strongly disagreed with this statement; 

that is, they categorically perceived heterogeneity as a source of opportunities (see Table 

5). Overall, three quarters of the university teachers indicated awareness of the potential 

benefits of heterogeneity in teaching. 

[INSERT TABLE 5 HERE] 
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Table 5. Responses to the statement “I consider heterogeneity to be a complication 

rather than a source of opportunities.” 

 Answers Frequency % Valid % Cumulative % 

Valid definitely agree 7 3.6 3.7 3.7 

rather agree 40 20.3 21.3 25 

rather disagree 93 47.2 49.5 74.5 

strongly disagree 48 24.4 25.5 100 

Total 188 95.4 100  

Missing Total 9 4.6   

Total 197 100   

 

About a third of teachers (38.7%, n = 72) indicated agreement with the statement 

“Students with special needs are usually “lumped together” with other students” 

regardless of their unique learning requirements. Teachers from the Faculty of Education 

(up to 46.0%) and the Faculty of Philosophy (44.3%) were more likely to agree with this 

statement, while only 17.6% from the Faculty of Informatics and Management and 38.7% 

from the Faculty of Science agreed (χ² = 8.68, sig. = 0.05) 

The perspective of university teachers and results of the factor analysis  

We applied factor analysis to determine the teachers’ experience of the online 

environment in terms of providing support for students with special needs, with the results 

revealing new correlations in our data. After reapplying factor analysis, 5 new 

variablesfactors were confirmed, accounting for a total of 64% of the variance. These 

variables factors were (1) teachers’ perceptions of inclusion in the online environment, 

(2) teachers’ approaches to teaching, (3) teachers’ preparedness for the online 

environment, (4) teachers’ experience of the online environment, and (5) providing 

support for students with special needs in the online environment. 

 

Okomentoval(a): [AP2]: Do you mean that these are 

derived variables? 

 

For now, please leave the yellow highlight and tracked 

changes – it makes it easier to find and recheck everything 

before finalizing. 

Okomentoval(a): [UsW3R2]: I am sorry that our factor 

analysis is confusing. We've been discussing this in our team. 

Now it should be okay. We applied factor analysis to our 

battery of questions. A total of 5 factors were identified using 

Varimax rotation. With the derived factors, new (quasi-

cardinal) variables were created, which were calculated as the 

average value and mean from the variables pertaining to the 

given factor. 
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Based on these derived factors, new quasi-cardinal variables were created, which 

were calculated as the average value and mean from the variables pertaining to the given 

factor.Based on this analysis, Iit is possible to conclude that about a third of respondents 

perceive the openness of the online environment rather positively, while less than 15% 

perceived it rather negatively (see Table 6, new variable 1 Teachers’ perceptions of 

inclusion in the online environment, in which 1 indicates that the online environment is 

completely open, while 4 means that it is entirely closed). 

Two thirds of our respondents incorporated aspects of inclusivity into their 

teaching (see Table 6 and new variable 2: Teachers’ approaches to teaching). Only 3% of 

teachers indicated that they did not implement aspects of inclusivity regarding their 

students. New variable 3, Teachers’ preparedness for the online environment, was rated 

most often within the medium range. This means that there is space to provide support 

and further develop the skills of university teachers to gain full confidence and to feel 

well prepared to teach in the online environment with various groups of students. It is 

necessary to add that most teachers indicated positive experiences with the online 

environment (see Table 6 and new variable 4 called Teachers’ experience of the online 

environment, in which 1 represents positive experiences, and 4 negative experiences). 

The last new variable measured was Providing support for students with special 

needs in the online environment. The results demonstrate that most teachers indicated that 

they attempted to be helpful toward students with special needs (these respondents were 

more inclined to believe that students with special needs are not simply lumped together 

with other students and that they do not see the provision of support measures in distance 

education as reducing demands on them). 

Based on the factor analysis and new quasi-cardinal variables, we found that 

teachers at the university have had a strong positive experience of the online environment 

Naformátováno: Angličtina (Spojené království)
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(or a lack of experience with negative phenomena in the online environment). They are 

more likely to favor inclusive approaches to teaching and to promote the support of 

students with special needs in the online environment. The new variables of Teachers’ 

preparedness for the online environment (see Table 6, in which 1 indicates high 

preparedness, and 4 indicates low preparedness) was most often indicated at mid-range 

of the scale, with the most negative indications reported for the new variables Teachers’ 

perceptions of inclusion in the online environment (see Table 6). 

[INSERT TABLE 6 HERE] 

Table 6. New variables based on the factor analysis. 

 New variable 1: 

Teachers’ 

perceptions of 

inclusion in the 

online 

environment 

New variable 2: 

Teachers’ 

approaches to 

teaching 

New variable 3: 

Teachers’ 

preparedness for 

the online 

environment 

New variable 4: 

Teachers’ 

experience of the 

online 

environment 

New variable 5: 

Providing support 

for students with 

special needs in 

the online 

environment 

N Valid 189 186 188 191 187 

Missing 8 11 9 6 10 

Mean 2.522 1.9229 2.4229 1.2094 2.1524 

Median 2.6667 2 2.5 1 2 

Mode 3 2 2.5 1 2 

SD 0.68175 0.56794 0.71512 0.40554 0.60423 

Variance 0.465 0.323 0.511 0.164 0.365 

Minimum 1 1 1 1 1 

Maximum 4 4 4 3 4 

Percentiles 25 2 1.5833 2 1 2. 

50 2.6667 2 2.5 1 2 

75 3 2.3333 3 1.25 2.5 

 

Exploring the students’ perspective 

Although our proportionally larger target group in this study represented the university 

teachers, the students’ perspective was essential to complement our examination of the 

teaching and learning online process. We conducted a pilot survey among the learners, 
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through which we were able to obtain the perspectives of 154 students. While we realize 

that this is a limited number of respondents, it is important to keep in mind that the pilot 

questionnaire survey of students was merely a tool to supplement the results of the main 

research instrument of the teacher questionnaire. Moreover, after the evaluation of the 

pilot survey, we intend to perform a much more extensive and substantial data collection 

using quantitative as well as qualitative tools. 

According to our data, more than half of the students (61%) felt like a member of 

the university community during the pandemic. Just under half of the students (48%) 

indicated a belief that “The virtual environment provides the same chance to all students 

for quality education,” with 66% of the students reporting “The virtual environment is 

open to all students.” Nevertheless, only 42% of the students indicated their perception 

that “It is possible to include and involve all students in a virtual environment.” In the 

opinion of 46% of the students in our sample, the heterogeneity of a student body should 

be considered in setting the goals of distance education. Student body heterogeneity is 

generally seen as a complication rather than a source of opportunities by 22% of the 

students. Up to 83.1% of the students reported feeling safe during online teaching. 

Concerning the safety issue, we also mapped students’ views on whether they had 

encountered bullying in the online environment at university. Based on our data, 11.0% 

of students have encountered bullying from students (classmates) in the online 

environment at the university, and 12.9% of students have encountered bullying from 

teachers. 

We were also interested in the students’ perspectives on students with special 

needs. Almost half of the students (47.4%) indicated their perception that “The virtual 

environment is less accessible to students with special needs.” In addition, according to 
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38.9% of the learners, “Students with special needs are usually “lumped together” with 

other students regardless of their unique learning needs.” 

Discussion 

These research findings provide an up-to-date complementary binary perspective of 

university teachers’ and students’ views on inclusivity in distance education in the context 

of the COVID-19 pandemic crisis. The case study regarding issues and challenges of 

inclusion in virtual teaching and learning showed the following results. Firstly, the study 

demonstrates that the virtual learning environment is viewed predominantly as  open to 

all students. Digging deeper into the understanding of this general statement, however, 

the respondents to the questionnaire are less positive regarding the question of whether 

individual goals for students are considered within the context of the heterogeneity of the 

student body. Fewer than 50% of the teachers reported that the virtual learning 

environment provides the same chances for quality education to all students. Although 

the digital learning environment was allegedly open to all students, 45% of the teachers 

perceived that it was actually less accessible for students with special needs than teaching 

in the original physical setting. Only 33.9% of the teachers stated that including and 

involving all students is possible. Secondly, a vast majority of the teachers indicated that 

they searched for ways to adapt their teaching in terms of the heterogeneous composition 

of the student body. Heterogeneity was considered a complicating factor for about 20% 

of the respondent educators, while 25% indicated no problematic issues. Almost 75% of 

the teachers reported that they had made some effort to be more inclusive in their online 

teaching. Thirdly, 70% of the teachers indicated that they had attempted to create a 

positive pedagogical climate. In addition, only 3.6% of the respondents noticed that their 

students removed other students from their teams. Fourthly, only 68.4% of teachers felt 
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safe in online teaching, which is a significant difference from traditional teaching, in 

which our respondents reported feeling safer at a rate of up to 92.1%. 

Although the outcome of the pilot survey with students showed roughly the same 

outcomes as did the survey of teachers, some interesting differences emerged. Students 

indicated less confidence than teachers regarding the ability of the teachers to 

accommodate their teaching to the heterogeneity of the student body (up to 55.6% of the 

teachers, compared to 46% of students). Compared to the teachers, more students reported 

feeling safe during online teaching (up to 83.1% of students, compared to 66.6% of 

teachers). Students also indicated experiencing much more bullying than did the teachers 

(11.0% encountered bullying from fellow students, 12.9% encountered bullying from 

teachers).  

The views of students and teachers are also quite similar on other issues. 

Regarding students with special needs, almost half of the students (47.4%) as well as the 

teachers (45.0%) consider the virtual environment less accessible to students with special 

needs. According to about a third of both teachers and students, learners with special 

learning needs are usually “lumped together” with other students regardless of their 

unique educational requirments (cf Zabeli et al., 2021). Although only a limited number 

of results for the students were obtained in this particular pilot questionnaire survey, some 

of the results may be surprising; for example, only 61% of students indicated feeling like 

members of the university community during the pandemic. This is an important finding, 

especially in the light of the findings of the study by Stuart et al. (2022) in which students 

who indicated high levels of university connectedness engaged more with synchronous 

teaching and learning and reported higher grade point averages and academic satisfaction. 

In the context of the students’ perspectives, a need can be seen for further research 

in the area of bullying (and perhaps oppression) in the context of online learning and 
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teaching in higher education. Based on our data, 11.0% of students have encountered 

bullying from fellow students (classmates) in the online environment at the university, 

and 12.9% of students indicated bullying from their teachers. The pilot questionnaire 

survey results also underpin the need for further research on the diversity of students with 

special needs in the online university learning environment. Based on the reports in our 

research, it is necessary to explore how these students learn as they participate in virtual 

classrooms, where individual provisions cannot be (as easily) made for students with 

special needs, and these learners may be “lumped together” and excluded from the rest 

of the virtual classroom. In the context of university teachers’ perspectives, we suggest 

that universities fully embrace and establish programs for the professional development 

of university teachers such as centers for teaching and learning. Such centers can promote 

the further advancement of teacher knowledge and skills in terms of their pedagogical 

work with all students (cf Holt et al., 2011; Leibowitz et al., 2015; Oyston, 2017).  

Limitations  

Several limitations may be identified in our study. First of all, the student perspective is 

mapped only by the pilot questionnaire survey. Secondly, we describe the situation at 

only one university in the Czech Republic. And thirdly, the question may be posed as to 

what extent the data reflect actual practice, and to what extent teachers (and students) 

formed their responses in what they perceived to be socially appropriate ways. 

Unfortunately, the survey did not allow us to collect data documenting the day-to-day 

practice of university teachers in the classroom—virtual or in-person. Notwithstanding 

these possible limitations, the findings with regard to inclusion in distance teaching and 

learning from the perspective of university students and teachers are intriguing enough to 

warrant further research and reconsideration of distance teaching and learning in other 

universities and with other teachers and students. As often as is possible and feasible, 
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research should always be conducted with learners and educators in tandem, as these two 

groups of actors seem to differ in their perceptions of what is happening in the teaching 

and learning process in virtual classrooms. In terms of the literature review of Czech as 

well as scholarship from Europe and the United States of America along with the results 

of our data collection and analysis, we hope that our findings may prove useful in 

comparison to other national and institutional contexts as well as internationally. 

Conclusion  

This case study highlights a number of issues and challenges that HEIs face regarding 

online learning and teaching. The overall results show that virtual classrooms are 

perceived as having a general potential as inclusive educational environments in terms of 

providing high quality education to all students, although more support and training is 

needed to bring online learning to the same level as brick and mortar education. Particular 

attention must be devoted in this respect to the unique requirements of specific groups of 

students, including students with special needs. A generalized one-size-fits-all approach 

to online education will result in the exclusion of these students as well as other 

disadvantaged groups of learners. 

Our recommendations suggest that university leadership needs to allocate 

adequate resources to support professional development as well as to provide spaces for 

in-depth discussions regarding online learning strategies at the systemic as well as 

institutional level. Such conversations should bring together learners (including students 

with special needs), teachers (including those who have experience working with these 

learners) as well as other stakeholders, for example, academics and other professionals 

who have experience in teacher training and counseling. Administrators and policy 

makers must also be included in these exchanges. One primary goal is to ensure that 

teachers and students are provided access to all necessary technologies to bridge the 
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digital divide and prevent digital exclusion (Beaunoyer et al., 2020; Gandolfi et al., 2021). 

The pandemic crisis might very well lead to a long-term decrease in levels of overall well-

being (Lades et al., 2020). Lower levels of overall well-being are detrimental to all 

teaching and learning, including online education. All of these concerns must be factored 

in at all levels of strategic planning.  

Multiple benefits can be obtained by the use of data and analytics in distance 

education in the development of more effective practices at our institutions (see 

Ifenthaler, 2022). Our data have demonstrated that there is still a great deal of room for 

improvement, especially regarding teachers’ perceptions and preparedness for the online 

environment. Moreover, the students interviewed consider the digital learning 

environment less open to all students, which can be affected by their teachers attitudes as 

well. Our research findings have been translated into a practical initiative: the design of 

the curriculum of a new online course for university teachers to support their competences 

in inclusive distance teaching at our institution. The need for such a course was shown by 

the impact of pandemic crisis and has been confirmed by our research. Many teachers 

simply lack adequate training in the field of inclusion and special needs education.  

We share the view of Márquez and Melero-Aguilar (2022) that inclusion faculty 

training generates a positive attitude toward inclusive education. In this regard, through 

the response to the survey item “The heterogeneity of a student body must be considered 

in setting the goals of distance education in the teaching of individual subjects,” it was 

possible to identify differences among teachers according to their length of experience. 

Therefore, we suggest devoting special attention to providing more training and support 

to novice university teachers. We also agree with Dixson (2015) that teachers need to be 

able to measure student engagement, as student engagement is relevant to student 
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learning, particularly in distance education, during students have shown a tendency to 

feel isolated. 

Universities should provide information related to technology training and courses 

adapted to online learning conditions. This results in an increased perception of distance 

learning as a vehicle by which more equity as well as greater access to higher education 

in general can be facilitated (Nixon et al., 2021). Moreover, we believe that open sharing 

with all stakeholders present at the discussion table is necessary to elicit strategies and 

more effective practices to transform our physical as well as virtual teaching and learning 

environments (Janebova et al., 2022). Mapping out institutional contexts through studies 

such as ours may help to initiate or support these types of exchanges with the ultimate 

goal of enhancing higher education to improve opportunities for all students during all 

times. University leadership as well as public and private organizations can sponsor and 

guide these types of activates with funding, guidance and institutional support. 

Problems of inclusion and heterogeneity should be taken into careful 

consideration within the context of distance learning to make sure that no student is left 

behind. Specialization on particular goals and strategies—both in the short term and long 

term—can come through courses, workshops, and professional learning communities. 

Teachers, students, and other actors can discuss model situations from practice as well as 

share didactic tools, creating the dual effect of improving teaching/learning skills and 

fostering a more open and safer climate for all. When teachers are able to experience 

inclusive digital learning themselves, receive support according to their needs, and take 

part in fostering a truly inclusive working climate at their institutions, they can translate 

this welcoming climate into their classrooms, whether these environments are virtual or 

physical. 
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