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Accessible summary

e Students with intellectual disabilities in mainstream and special schools can
benefit from information and communication technologies, including the Internet.

e We asked teachers about the benefits, risks and safety of online activities for
students with intellectual disabilities.

e Teachers perceive that online activities are not safe enough for this group.

e Teachers in special and mainstream schools hold different perceptions.

e Teacher training is necessary to promote digital inclusion.

Abstract

Background: Although there is research-based evidence on the educational potential
of information and communication technologies as teaching and learning resources
for schools, studies focused on the real benefits and risks associated with online
activities of students with intellectual disabilities are still scarce. The purpose of this
study was to describe and compare teachers' perspectives on this topic in relation to
a school setting (mainstream and special schools), teaching specialty (general and
special educators) and teaching level (primary and secondary education).

Methods: A cross-sectional survey design was conducted in which a sample of 208
general and special education teachers from mainstream and special schools
participated. Participants had to respond to a questionnaire that included questions
related to the opportunities and risks of the Internet and online safety.

Findings: Teachers perceive that the Internet is unsafe for students with intellectual
disabilities and it entails more risks than benefits for these students. Such perceptions may
determine the educational intervention, especially when the Internet has shown to be
crucial during the coronavirus disease 2019 pandemic. Differences were found regarding
school setting, teaching specialty and teaching level. The data reflect a lack of consensus
regarding the potential benefit of digital inclusion for students with intellectual disabilities,

based on the perception that the online environment is not safe for this population.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

People with intellectual disabilities have limitations in their intellectual
functioning and adaptive behaviour, which coexist with diverse capacities
for learning and participation in society, in the context of the wide
heterogeneity of this group of people (Schalock et al., 2021). To develop
this potential, people with intellectual disabilities may require various
types and degrees of support to participate in diverse social settings (e.g.,
leisure, education, employment). These supports arise from the needs
and demands of the person, and are framed in the human right to make
decisions (United Nations, 2006). However, it is believed that the
person's functioning is often improved if personalised support is provided
longitudinally. To learn to use the Internet, which is considered a right for
this group (United Nations, 2006), students with intellectual disabilities
need appropriate training and support from the people around them
(Palmer et al., 2012). Among others, they should receive support aimed at
maximising the potential benefits and reducing the risks to which they
may be vulnerable (Wright, 2017).

Regarding benefits, online activities facilitates, among others,
engaging in social interaction and enhancing relationships (Normand &
Sallafranque St-Louis, 2016), promoting self-determination, participation
and social identity (Molin et al., 2015), developing digital literacy skills
(Salmerdn et al., 2019) and participating in recreational activities (Jenaro
et al., 2018a). Online activities may also involve certain risks. Some of
those that have been identified specifically for people with intellectual
disabilities is excessive use of the Internet (Jenaro et al, 2018b),
exposure to inappropriate or unwanted content (Léfgren-Martenson
et al., 2015), cyberbullying and cybervictimisation (Jenaro et al., 2018b),
online sexual solicitation (Buijs et al., 2017) or engaging in undesirable
online behaviours (L&fgren-Martenson et al., 2015). These and other
online risks have been classified into three main categories, also known
as the 3Cs: (1) conduct (engaging in antisocial behaviours involving the
use of the Internet), (2) contact (making or experiencing negative
contacts online, such as cyberbullying or grooming) and (3) content
(exposure to content that may be harmful, manipulative or exploitative)
(Staksrud et al., 2009). Recently, a fourth category, contract, has been
added to the model to refer to potential harmful contracts or
commercial interests (Livingstone & Stoilova, 2021).

In this regard, teaching staff play an important role in promoting or
hindering online activities. Although there are few studies available,
research has shown that teachers tend to show less favourable attitudes
towards the inclusion of people with disabilities and with greater support

needs, such as people with intellectual disabilities (Avramidis &

Conclusion: There is a need to train teachers on how to achieve the maximum
educational potential of the Internet for these students, as well as to learn to

implement strategies to prevent and manage online risks.

benefits, intellectual disabilities, Internet, mainstream schools, online safety, risks, special

Norwich, 2002), who feel that they are not treated appropriately by
their schools (Corr McEvoy & Keenan, 2014). The beliefs that reinforce
this attitude may result in teachers providing less training and support to
students with intellectual disabilities to overcome the digital divide, even
though these are key to their ability to use the Internet (Kydland
et al.,, 2012; Naslund & Gardelli, 2013). Moreover, there is evidence that
these beliefs that the Internet is unsafe for people with intellectual
disabilities may be manifested with greater intensity when teachers
perceive that the online risks are greater than the potential benefits
(Lough & Fisher, 2016), a tendency that has been found in several studies
in both student and practising teachers (Chiner et al., 2021; Gémez-
Puerta & Chiner, 2020). As found by Clifford Simplican et al. (2018) in a
qualitative approach research, results suggest that staff members'
support of technology decreases when they perceive that technology
may jeopardise service users' safety in online activities. Therefore, this
perception can become a mediating variable of the digital inclusion of
students with intellectual disabilities. In view of the perception that
people with intellectual disabilities do not know how to manage risks,
teachers may develop attitudes of infantilisation and overprotection
towards these students by monitoring Internet access, limiting its
use and/or controlling the content they access (Seale & Chadwick, 2017).
Paradoxically, the study conducted by Beaton et al. (2021) has shown
that the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has generated
enhanced opportunities for the social inclusion of students with learning
disabilities. For example, it has helped these students to communicate in
alternative ways with their teachers and friends. This, according to the
authors, is probably due to an increased agency for students and their
families and/or the emergence of new modes of connectedness.
Although the study was conducted with a small sample, the results
reflect an improvement in the relationship with the key stakeholders of
the school.

With regard to risk management, research has shown that people
with intellectual disabilities are aware of online risks and are able to
avoid them for the most part. They also demand more training to
understand the risks and learn to manage them autonomously (D. D.
Chadwick, 2022). Therefore, it is important to identify teachers'
perceptions to provide them with information and training to
overcome such barriers to digital inclusion (Morin et al., 2013). This
is especially relevant because of the growing tendency among
people with intellectual disabilities to use portable devices to use
the Internet, making it more difficult to control access (Jenaro
et al., 2018b). Thus, teacher training should be offered for the
optimisation of Internet benefits and positive risk management
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(Seale, 2014) based on mediation for the prevention and manage-
ment of these risks (Karaseva et al., 2015). As Seale (2014) pointed
out, positive risk management is based on managing those risks
instead of avoiding or ignoring them. To achieve this, a shared and
negotiated decision about online risks is promoted between the
student with intellectual disability and the supporter. All this must be
done from the perspective of the persons' right to make decisions
about their own life, respecting their dignity and assuming the human
right to take risks (Perske, 1972). This proposal is key if we consider
that teachers report that they receive little training on risk mediation
on the Internet (Gémez-Puerta & Chiner, 2020), that the focus has
been more on risk identification than on enhancing the benefits
(Glencross et al., 2021) and that exclusion is exacerbated in situations
that require extensive digital skills by the person and/or competent
assistance, which was the case during the period of confinement
due to the global pandemic caused by COVID-19 (D. Chadwick
et al, 2022). Nevertheless, there are studies that show good
perspectives on the potential for learning and positive use of the
Internet by these students who are learning the effective use of the
smartphone (Lancioni et al., 2022), or accessing and critically reading
information on the Internet (Delgado et al., 2019). Likewise, there are
also studies that have highlighted that in a period as complex as the
confinement due to COVID-19, students with intellectual disabilities
increased agency and explored new ways of staying connected with
other people, improving their relationships (Beaton et al., 2021).

The tendency of teaching staff to limit access to online
activities of students with intellectual disabilities as a result of
perceived risks may also differ according to the degree of contact
teachers have with the students, as in the case of general and
special education teachers. In Spain, the education of students
with intellectual disabilities is carried out mainly in mainstream
schools, where both general and special education teachers
collaborate, and only students with a higher degree of support
needs are educated in special education schools (Rao et al., 2014).
In this regard, previous studies have found that a broader
experience in meeting the educational needs of students with
disabilities fosters more positive attitudes towards inclusion
(Batsiou et al., 2008). However, the attitude of teachers towards
the inclusion of students with intellectual disabilities seems to be
conditioned by their perception of the severity of the disabling
condition (Avramidis & Norwich, 2002), and the level of special
education training they have (Lacruz-Pérez et al., 2021).

Despite a growing research interest in the digital inclusion of
people with intellectual disabilities (Mengual-Andrés et al., 2020),
there are still few studies in this area, especially on the analysis of
possible discrepancies among teaching staff, an aspect that this study
aims to address. Thus, the purpose was to identify and compare the
perceptions that teachers in mainstream and special schools have
about the use of the Internet by students with intellectual disabilities
by addressing three issues: (i) degree of safety in the use of the
Internet, (ii) benefits of the Internet and (iii) risks of the Internet.
The study of teachers' perceptions is relevant in the whole of the

previously stated argument, as a variable involved in the digital
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inclusion process. However, it should not omit and replace the own
voice of students with intellectual disabilities. It should be considered

as, instead, one more element of this complex process.

2 | METHODS

2.1 | Participants

Participants were selected by means of a stratified cluster sampling in
which province (Alicante, Valencia and Castellon) and type of school
(primary, secondary and special education) were used as strata to
randomly select schools in the Valencian Community, Spain (N = 138).
Subsequently, the collaboration of six teachers per centre was
requested. The final sample consisted of 208 teachers from 49
mainstream schools (72.1%) and special schools (27.9%). The majority
were female (73%), aged between 22 and 64 years (M=45.09,
SD =9.58) and with an average work experience of 17.57 years
(SD =9.15, Min = 1-Max = 39). According to their specialisation, 113
(54.3%) were general educators and 95 (45.7%) were special
educators. Of the special education teachers, 38.9% taught in
mainstream schools and 61.1% in special schools. Regarding the
educational stage, 54% of teachers in mainstream schools (general
and special education teachers) taught in primary education and the

remaining 46% in secondary education.

2.2 | Instruments

For the purpose of this study, an online questionnaire was designed
to collect information on issues related to Internet use by students
with intellectual disabilities, based on previous work by the
European network EU Kids Online (Livingstone et al., 2011) and
D. D. Chadwick et al. (2017), with appropriate adaptations made
according to the objectives of the research project and the
population under study. The questionnaire included four sections:
(i) Perceptions of Internet use, (ii) Internet use and online behaviour
of students with intellectual disabilities, (iii) Internet training and
online safety and (iv) Online risk prevention and management
strategies. The instrument was reviewed by 10 experts in areas that
could contribute to improving the content and wording of the
questionnaire. The judges were selected intentionally, attending to
the following criteria: work experience or academic and scientific
reputation in the research field, willingness and motivation to
collaborate and obijectivity. Seven participants were scholarly
experts in the fields of educational psychology, intellectual and
developmental disabilities, inclusive education and information
and communications technology in education from four universities,
and three experts had work experience in intellectual disability
support services. The content validity index was high (CVI=0.87),
according to Lawshe (1975). Additionally, a focus group of eight
support workers and teachers was carried out to discuss the quality

and understanding of the items. The information gathered from the
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experts and the focus group was used to rephrase some questions
and make them more understandable, and to adjust the instrument
to the scope of the study. Regarding reliability, a good internal
consistency was obtained from the sample's responses, with
Cronbach's a values between 0.62 and 0.96 in the different sections
of the questionnaire.

The current study presents the results obtained in the first part
of the instrument, perception of Internet use (see Gémez-Puerta &
Chiner, 2020; for more details on further findings). This section
consisted of an item on the perception of Internet safety for different
groups with and without intellectual disabilities, a list of 22 online
benefits and a list of 30 online risks attending to the 3Cs classification
suggested by EU Kids Online (Staksrud et al., 2009). Participants
were asked to rate the items on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from a
minimum of 1 to a maximum of 5. The internal consistency of this

section was high (a=0.91).

2.3 | Procedure

A cross-sectional study was conducted based on a survey design.
Before the development of the study, approval was obtained from
the university's Ethics Committee (procedure UA-2017-11-15),
guaranteeing at all times the ethical standards in research.
Participants' responses were anonymous and informed consent
to participate in the study was requested. The online question-
naire was sent by email to the different randomly selected schools
including a cover letter with detailed information about the
purpose and relevance of the study, and the general guidelines for
completing the questionnaire. After the elimination of incomplete
questionnaires, the final sample comprised teachers from 49
schools (35.5%). Although the sample was randomly drawn to
guarantee representativeness from the three provinces of the
Valencian Community, the return rate was low (25.1%). Therefore,
a wave analysis was conducted to check for response bias
(Creswell & Guetterman, 2019). According to the response
continuum theory, those requiring several reminders to partici-
pate are more like nonrespondents than those who participate in a
study upon the first invitation, indicating potential response bias
(Lin & Schaeffer, 1995). Successive reminders were used to
encourage participation in the study (every 3 weeks). Afterwards,
participants were divided into three groups (waves), and their
responses to the items and some demographic variables depend-
ing on the timing of participation were compared. No significant
differences were found between waves, indicating similar

responses (p > 0.05).

2.4 | Data analysis

Descriptive and inferential statistics were used for data analysis. To
compare between groups, a series of one-way multivariate analysis of
variance (MANOVA) were conducted and, if applicable, subsequent

independent t-tests were performed. The a level was adjusted using
the Bonferroni correction to control for Type 1 error. When the
sample size was too small, the nonparametric Mann-Whitney U-test
was used (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013).

3 | FINDING

3.1 | Teachers' perceptions of Internet safety
In general, teachers perceived that the Internet is an unsafe
environment for this population (M =2.16, SD =0.61). Whereas for
adults without intellectual disabilities the Internet is considered
moderately safe (M=3.25 SD=0.94), the perception of lack of
safety increases for adults with intellectual disabilities (M =1.97,
SD =0.73), minors without intellectual disabilities (M=1.92, SD =
0.72) and, especially, minors with intellectual disabilities (M =1.51,
SD=0.65). Table 1 shows the responses of general education
teachers and special education teachers in mainstream schools, and
special education teachers in special schools. Although slight
discrepancies were observed between the three groups, the
MANOVA did not show statistically significant differences on the
combined dependent variables [F(8, 406)=1.40, p=0.196, Pillai's
trace = 0.05, partial n? = 0.03].

Similarly, no statistically significant differences between teachers
in primary schools and secondary schools were found [F(4, 145) = 1.04,
p=0.391, Pillai's trace = 0.03, partial n?>=0.03]. Nor were significant
the differences between general education teachers and special
education teachers [F(4, 203)=1.23, p=0.301, Pillai's trace =0.02,
partial n?=0.02]. However, regarding special education teachers,
those in secondary schools (n=11) did show a significantly higher
perception of insecurity towards the use of the Internet by certain
groups than primary school teachers (n=26). The Mann-Whitney
U-test showed differences in relation to adults without intellectual

TABLE 1 Comparison of teachers' perceptions of Internet safety
for people with and without intellectual disabilities in mainstream
and special schools

GE® SE® SEC

Group M sD M sD M SD

Adults without intellectual 3.29 0.86 297 118 335 0.89
disabilities

Adults with intellectual 200 0.72 191 079 194 0.71
disabilities

Children without intellectual 1.92 0.72 1.86 0.67 197 0.76
disabilities

Children with intellectual 146 065 151 0.60 1.62 0.69
disabilities

Total 217 0.60 2.06 0.68 2.22 0.63

2General education teacher in mainstream school.
bSpecial education teacher in mainstream school.
“Special education teacher in a special school.
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disabilities (Mdprimary = 3, Mdsecondary = 1, U = 62.00, z=2.81, p = 0.006,
r=0.46), adults with intellectual disabilities (Mdprimary = 2, Mdsecondary =
1, U=79.50, z=227, p=0.003, r=0.37) and minors without
intellectual disabilities  (Mdprimary =2, Mdsecondary=1, U=62.00,
z=2.98, p=0.006, r=0.49). Regarding children with intellectual
disabilities, primary and secondary special education teachers concur

that the Internet is very unsafe for this group.

3.2 | Benefits of the Internet for students with
intellectual disabilities

Overall, teachers viewed the benefits of the Internet for students
with intellectual disabilities to be moderate (M =3.34, SD =0.69).

The greatest benefits were associated with content and contact

TABLE 2

GE*
Benefits M
Keeping in contact with friends and family 3.76
Widening their circle of friends 3.17
Developing technological skills 4.24
Saying things they would find uncomfortable saying face 2.66

to face
Sharing advice with friends 3.16
Supporting friends 3.36
Developing perspective-taking skills 3.27
Developing social skills 3.28
Learning from other cultures 3.88
Developing decision-making skills 3.12
Learning about wider society 3.58
Developing a sense of who they are 3.00
Developing critical thinking skills 3.09
Becoming closer to friends 2.97
Developing literacy skills 3.81
Developing comprehension and understanding of new 3.88
information

Learning about educational opportunities 3.67
Maintaining friendships 3.22
Sharing information about their lives with others 271
Learning about and being inspired to try new things 3.21
Developing expressive communication skills 3.58
Dating online 246
Total 3.32

2General education teacher in mainstream school.
bSpecial education teacher in mainstream school.
“Special education teacher in a special school.
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possibilities such as staying in touch with friends and family (67.3%),
as well as developing digital skills (83.7%), literacy (69.7%) and
understanding new information (71.6%). In contrast, teachers did not
perceive other opportunities such as dating online (19.2%), sharing
information about their lives with others (30.8%) or developing closer
relationships (40.9%) as very beneficial.

Special education teachers in mainstream schools reported a
more favourable perception of the benefits that the use of the
Internet can bring to students with intellectual disabilities than their
colleagues in special schools and general education teachers, like
saying things they would find uncomfortable saying face to face,
sharing advice with friends, and widening their circle of friends (see
Table 2). However, the MANOVA did not reveal statistically
significant differences [F(44, 370)=1.36, p=0.072, Pillai's trace =

0.28, partial n?=0.14]. Likewise, no significant differences were

Comparison of teacher's perceived online benefits for students with intellectual disabilities in mainstream and special schools

SE® SEC

SD M SD M SD

0.90 4.03 0.86 372 1.02
1.08 3.68 1.15 3.05 1.11
0.83 419 0.73 419 0.78
1.07 3.30 1.26 243 0.97
0.93 3.62 1.01 271 1.00
0.89 3.76 0.98 3.14 1.06
1.07 3.41 1.11 3.12 1.10
1.02 3.73 1.14 3.38 1.05
1.00 3.81 0.93 3.07 091
0.92 3.38 1.16 3.07 0.91
0.92 3.68 1.02 2.90 0.98
0.92 3.14 1.20 2.90 0.98
0.96 3.35 1.16 3.10 1.00
1.09 3.65 1.16 297 1.09
091 3.95 0.84 3.88 0.90
0.86 4,05 0.78 3.79 0.89
0.94 3.81 1.10 3.57 1.07
0.98 3.59 1.11 3.07 1.05
1.10 322 1.35 243 1.27
0.99 3.35 1.29 293 1.10
0.90 3.84 0.92 3.67 0.98
1.06 295 1.39 212 1.06
0.62 3.61 0.86 3.20 0.68
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observed when comparing, on the one hand, general educators and
special educators (regardless of the type of school) [F(4, 145) = 1.04,
p =0.391, Pillai's trace =0.03, partial n2=0.03] and, on the other
hand, teachers in primary and secondary schools [F(4, 145)=1.04,
p =0.391, Pillai's trace = 0.03, partial n? = 0.03].

Finally, the Mann-Whitney U test was used to compare the
responses of special education teachers in mainstream primary
schools (n=26) and secondary schools (n=11). The findings
showed statistically significant differences in most of the items
analysed, with secondary education teachers' scores being signifi-
cantly higher than those of primary education teachers in all
instances. No significant differences were found with regard to the
following benefits: keeping in contact with friends and family,
becoming closer friends, learning from other cultures, learning
about a wider society and educational opportunities and develop-
ing decision-making and literacy skills (p > 0.001). With respect to
general educators, no significant differences were observed

between educational stages.

3.3 | Risks of the Internet for students with
intellectual disabilities

For the teachers participating in the study, the perception of risks in
the use of the Internet by students with intellectual disabilities is
clearly greater than the benefits (M =4.06, SD=0.62). The vast
majority of teachers of any of the educational specialties and stages
rated each of the risks as high or very high with mean values, in many
cases, above 4 on a 5-point Likert scale, and for the three types of
online risks: content, contact and conduct. This risk perception was
especially high with regard to the possibility of being bullied online
(89.4%), having contact with strangers (89.4%), being exposed to
inappropriate or offensive pornographic content (88%), providing too
much information over the Internet (87%), unintentionally down-
loading malware or spyware onto the computer (82.2%) and
disseminating personal information or photographs of oneself (87%)
or others (85.1%).

Overall, the perception of risk by general and special education
teachers is similar and no statistically significant differences were
observed between the two groups [F(30, 177)=1.01, p=0.460,
Pillai's trace = 0.15, partial n%=0.15]. Once again, special education
teachers in mainstream schools scored higher on the scale (e.g.,
becoming addicted to the Internet and to social networks), implying a
higher perception of risk in Internet use compared to special
education teachers in special schools and general education teachers
(Table 3). However, the MANOVA did not reveal statistically
significant differences [F(60, 176)=1.09, p=0.303, Pillai's trace =
0.31, partial n?>=0.16].

When comparing teachers based on educational stage
(primary and secondary schools), the MANOVA showed statisti-
cally significant differences [F(30, 119) =2.05, p =0.004, Pillai's
trace = 0.34, partial n? =0.34]. The independent sample t-tests,
using the Bonferroni correction (a=0.001), indicated that

secondary education teachers rated the risks higher than primary
education teachers in four items: communicating with strangers
[Mprimary =4.15, SD=0.70, Msecondary =4.55, SD=0.65, t
(148)=-3.591, p<0.001, Cohen's d=0.58], being exposed to
drug-related material [Mpfimary =3.95, SD=0.74, Msecondary =
441, SD=0.75, t(148)=-3.723, p<0.001, Cohen's d=0.61],
spending less time on work, learning or personal development
[Mprimary = 3.53, SD=0.95, Msecondary =4.26, SD=0.74, t
(148) =-5.181, p < 0.001, Cohen's d = 0.84], and having difficulty
to discriminate the trustworthiness of online information [Mpim-
ary =4.25, SD = 0.81, Msecondary = 4.64, SD =0.59, t(148) = -3.723,
p < 0.001, Cohen's d =0.54].

Secondary general education teachers rated the risks higher than
primary education teacher, but statistically significant differences
were found only in two items: being exposed to inappropriate drug-
related material (Mdprimary =4, Mdsecondary =5, U=1037, z=3.43,
p<0.001, r=0.32) and spending less time studying (Mdprimary = 3,
Mdsecondary =4, U=791.50, z=4.83, p<0.001, r=0.45). Among
special education teachers, differences were not statistically signifi-

cant between educational stages (p > 0.001).

4 | DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to identify and compare teachers'
perceptions in mainstream and special schools about the use of
the Internet by students with intellectual disabilities. In relation to
the results on the level of safety, teachers tend to perceive that
the Internet is not a safe environment for students with
intellectual disabilities, whether they are children or adults. This
is a trend especially marked in special education teachers at
secondary schools and is probably related to the risks of contact
derived from the student's sexual development (Lofgren-
Martenson et al., 2015), which is consistent with previous similar
studies (Chiner et al., 2021; Goémez-Puerta & Chiner, 2020).
However, the findings contradict those of Molin et al. (2015) in
which teachers expressed their desire to see beyond the possible
risks of online activities to promote opportunities for the
development of social relationships. This situation seems to
indicate that the perception of teachers may be mediated by some
variables, such as their training, previous experiences, level of
digital competence and so forth (Lacruz-Pérez et al., 2021). This
fact is relevant due to the importance of providing support to
favour the digital inclusion of students with intellectual disabilities
(Barlott et al., 2020). Recent studies offer a positive view of the
level of digital competence to learn to distinguish and choose
information online (Delgado et al., 2019) and to manage the risks
that may appear online (D. D. Chadwick, 2022). It is worth
highlighting the relevance of decision-making as an inherent right
of the human being, assuming that mistakes can be made or
exposed to risks in such choices (Perske, 1972). We must,
therefore, avoid an unfavourable view of the learning potential

and risk management by people with intellectual disabilities, which
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TABLE 3 Comparison of teachers' perceptions of online risks for students with intellectual disabilities in mainstream and special schools

Risks
Being bullied or harassed

Communicating with people not known to them or their families

Being exposed to inappropriate or offensive adult pornographic content

Being exposed to inappropriate drug-related material

GE? SEP SE®
M SD M SD M SD

4.35 0.67 4.41 0.64 4.28 0.69

4.35 0.70 4.30 0.74 4.40 0.69
4.34 0.72 4.49 0.65 4.36 0.64
4.12 0.75 4.30 0.84 4.19 0.76

Being exposed to material which encourages antisocial or extremist behaviour 414 0.82 4.27 0.90 4.00 0.70

Providing too much personal information

Meeting in person with someone met online

Being threatened

Missing out on face-to-face interactions

Affecting physical health by spending too much time online
Becoming addicted to using social networking sites

Spending less time on work, learning or personal development
Becoming involved in bullying others

Spending less time with family and friends

Being exposed to inappropriate or offensive violent or gory content
Being susceptible to online marketing scams

Being stalked

Developing or writing harmful online content

Being ‘groomed’ for sexual exploitation or abuse

Becoming involved in using online gambling sites

Engaging in copyright infringement and illegal downloading
Having their personal data misused by other people

Having their accounts hacked

4.36 0.75 4.41 0.68 4.38 0.72
4.10 0.89 4.32 0.78 4.12 0.88
4.02 0.96 4.22 0.78 3.97 0.93
3.73 0.87 4.03 0.92 3.59 0.87
3.73 0.93 4.00 0.91 3.48 0.97
4.11 0.84 4.24 0.86 3.64 0.87
3.78 0.95 4.14 0.82 3.59 0.79
3.35 0.99 3.68 1.13 3.24 1.14
3.74 0.90 4.05 0.88 3.40 0.86
4.05 0.86 4.22 0.82 3.98 0.86
4.21 0.76 4.32 0.81 4.14 0.96
4.12 0.87 4.16 0.83 4.05 0.84
3.59 1.04 3.76 0.98 3.47 0.95
4.08 0.80 4.22 0.88 4.10 0.78
3.81 0.87 4.05 0.88 3.72 0.98
4.01 0.87 3.86 111 3.84 0.98
4.23 0.75 4.32 0.70 4.10 0.78

4.12 0.85 4.30 0.70 3.97 0.85

Inadvertently downloading spyware or malware (e.g., viruses) onto their computer 4.27 0.81 432 0.85 4.24 0.86

Spreading personal photos

Spreading others' personal information and photos

4.35 0.72 4.38 0.68 4.34 0.66
4.30 0.77 4.30 0.77 4.24 0.73

Having difficulty to discriminate the trustworthiness of the information on the Internet 442 0.74 4.43 0.76 4.40 0.64

Facilitating passwords to other people

Online managing and buying using bank accounts
Becoming addicted to the Internet

Total

2General education teacher in mainstream school.
bSpecial education teacher in mainstream school.
“Special education teacher in a special school.

can lead to attitudes of infantilisation, overprotection, control of
Internet use (Seale & Chadwick, 2017) and the limitation of
support for digital inclusion (Clifford Simplican et al., 2018). The
findings of our study highlight the importance of showing teachers
this learning potential of students with intellectual disabilities to
carry out online activities and manage the associated risks.

3.99 0.76 4.16 0.76 4.03 0.81
3.76 1.06 4.14 0.85 3.53 1.08
4.16 0.84 4.32 0.74 3.66 1.05

4.05 0.59 4.20 0.66 3.97 0.64

In terms of benefits, these are moderate overall, with social
contact, the development of digital skills and the consultation of new
information being perceived as predominant. Differences were found
specifically among special education teachers. First, despite not
finding significant differences, we observe that special education

teachers in mainstream schools tend to report greater benefits for
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their students with intellectual disabilities than teachers in special
schools. This perception may be due to the fact that in Spain, only
students with higher degrees of support needs and, for the most part,
with levels of curricular competence corresponding to preprimary or
first year of primary school are enrolled in special schools. Given the
importance of this trend and the small sample that could be accessed,
it is recommended to study this tendency in larger samples to prove
whether the differences are actually statistically significant or not.
Second, special education teachers in secondary education consid-
ered that the benefits are greater for their students than in primary
education. Overall, these data revealed that teachers perceived the
benefits to be greater for students with higher intellectual ability and
older students. This tendency is probably mediated, on the one hand,
by the perception that students with higher levels of impairment are
unlikely to achieve digital inclusion, which is consistent with
Avramidis and Norwich (2002), and, on the other hand, by the idea
that these environments are not safe for these individuals and that
the risks outweigh the benefits, as also noted by Lough and Fisher
(2016). However, it should be remarked that digital devices have
proven to be a good alternative for developing and maintaining
friendships (Barlott et al., 2020; D. D. Chadwick, 2022) and that the
real risk is loneliness and social isolation of the student (Lofgren-
Martenson et al., 2015).

With regard to risks, it is evident that teachers considered that
risks predominate over potential benefits, in line with the findings of
other researchers (Lough & Fisher, 2016), especially from special
education teachers in mainstream schools who are concerned that
digital inclusion will encourage excessive or addictive use of the
Internet and affect the academic performance of their students.
These prejudices need to be addressed through specific training and
by showcasing research that highlights successful experiences in
Internet use and risk mediation (Wright, 2017), such as the recent
study by Caton and Landman (2021), which had a positive impact on
both students and their teachers, or Delgado et al. (2019), which
trained students to improve their ability to select reliable online
information sources. The level of teacher training in special education
has been shown to be a mediating variable that affects teachers'
attitudes towards inclusion and towards the implementation of
inclusive practices (Lacruz-Pérez et al, 2021). Therefore, if we
increase teacher training, it is likely that we will achieve more
favourable attitudes towards the digital inclusion of students with
intellectual disabilities. Thus, the implementation of specific courses
for the digital inclusion of students with intellectual disabilities should
be encouraged.

This study has several limitations that must be taken into
consideration when interpreting the results. First, the sample
obtained does not reliably represent the teaching staff population,
especially due to the low return rate obtained. To estimate the impact
of nonparticipation, a wave analysis was conducted determining that
the different groups were similar. Although there might be other
factors that can influence individual participation in a study that can
lead to biased results, the variables analysed helped to reduce the

potential response bias of the study's findings and conclusions.

Nonetheless, future research should take additional steps to attain a
good response rate and seek for a more representative sample.
Second, it should be noted that the findings only reflect the
perceptions of the teachers who responded, which may differ from
the objective reality of the safety, risks and benefits of the Internet
for students with intellectual disabilities. Third, this and other similar
research could analyse the situation of students with intellectual
disability and diverse support needs to obtain more specific profiles
of perceptions of benefits and risks of certain online activities. Finally,
the self-administered online survey method has several drawbacks,
such as researchers' inability to answer questions, which may affect
teachers' understanding of the questions, or result in a low response
rate and the consequent risk of bias in the representativeness of the
data (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019). Future works should conduct a
pilot study and cognitive test for item evaluation to provide insight
into how respondents understand and interpret the questions and
reduce potential errors in survey data (Willis, 2005).

On the basis of the data obtained, it is recommended that
future research should be carried out to collect more information
on this subject in different countries and areas to mitigate the
limitations of this study. Similarly, further studies could conduct
interventions to identify how to optimise the benefits of online
activities for students with intellectual disabilities. Knowledge
regarding risk experiences and coping from the point of view of
students with intellectual disabilities should be expanded, as already
done by D. D. Chadwick (2022). Likewise, in addition to the types of
risk reflected in this study, future research could focus specifically
on the contract risks described recently by Livingstone and
Stoilova (2021).

5 | CONCLUSION

This study has shown that teachers perceived that the Internet was
not a safe environment for students with intellectual disabilities and
that the risks to which they may be exposed outweigh the potential
benefits. These perceptions may condition teachers to limit the digital
literacy and inclusion of these individuals. Despite this, teachers
believe that online activities can encourage students with intellectual
disabilities to access more information and social interaction. Thus,
improvement of the initial training and continuing professional
development of teachers on how to optimise the benefits of online
activities and to offer support to students with intellectual disabilities
for online learning, participation, and social inclusion should be
prioritised. Therefore, it is important to develop and implement
training courses based on scientific evidence to limit these fears,
show how to mediate online risks and provide guidance on how to
get the most out of online activities.
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