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Abstrak

This study explores teachers’ perceptions of the social skills of students with special needs
within Indonesian inclusive school settings. Employing a qualitative case study approach,
data were gathered through in-depth interviews and direct observations involving teachers
who work directly with students with special needs. The findings indicate that while some
progress is evident, students often exhibit underdeveloped social competencies—particularly
in verbal communication, adherence to social norms, and peer interactions. Participants
underscored the necessity of individualized strategies tailored to each student's unique
developmental profile. This study offers a novel contribution by presenting firsthand insights
from Indonesian teachers, highlighting context-specific challenges and practices in fostering
the social development of students with special needs. The results aim to inform the design
of inclusive learning programs that are more attuned to students’ social growth.

Kata Kunci: Teacher Perception, Social Ability, Children with Special Needs, Inclusive
Education

INTRODUCTION
Inclusive education has become an important part of the education system in

Indonesia, emphasizing the importance of equal access to education for all children,
including those with special needs. In practice, inclusive education requires schools to
provide a learning environment that supports the active participation of all students without
discrimination. One of the challenges that is often faced in this context is the development
of social skills in children with special needs (Schachter et al., 2019).

Social skills are an important aspect of children’s lives, because through this ability
they can build relationships with others, express feelings, and participate in social activities
in a positive way. However, children with special needs often experience obstacles in this
regard, both due to developmental conditions and limitations.

The aspects of social development that occur in early childhood are dynamic and are
greatly influenced by the environment (Hatzigianni et al., 2023; Khusnani et al., 2023;
Powell et al., 2024) In each stage of early childhood development, they show their own
characteristics in their social abilities. For the process of developing children’s social skills
at each stage of development, ideally, it must be taken according to the child's age. If this
is not appropriate, it will cause problems for the development of children's social needs
because each child in each development has different social needs and other influences such
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as the parenting style applied by their parents. Then the interaction extends to the next
level, namely with neighbors around children and then to school. In the school environment,
social development also extends to friendships, and a child's interaction with his peers can
improve a child's developmental tasks. Children's social interaction with their friends offers
a space to receive information from each other according to (Wahyuni et al., 2018).
However, it is in the school environment that children experience social difficulties that
include withdrawal from the environment. When a child enters a new environment or school,
children are influenced or influenced by people in different social contexts. To achieve a
good socialization, children must learn to make new adjustments(O’Sullivan & Ring, 2022;
Pianta et al., 2020)

The role of teachers is crucial in helping children develop their social skills. Teachers
not only serve as learning facilitators, but also as companions who are able to provide
appropriate stimuli and interventions according to the characteristics of each child. And the
lack of studies focused on teachers' perspectives on social interactions among children with
special needs within Indonesian inclusive contexts. Therefore, understanding how teachers
view the social skills of children with special needs is important to know, so that more
effective and inclusive learning strategies can be formulated.

This research was conducted to explore teachers' views on the social skills of children
with special needs that they assist in inclusive schools. The focus of the research is on
teachers' experiences in dealing with children'’s social dynamics and the strategies they apply
to improve students' social interaction skills.

METHODS
This study uses a qualitative approach with a case study design. Approach This was

chosen because it is considered to be able to explore in depth teachers' views on the social
skills of children with special needs in an inclusive school environment. The main focus of
this case study is on the teacher's real experience in accompanying the children's social
processes in the classroom (Sugiyono, 2016).

The research subjects consist of teachers who teach in inclusive schools and have
experience in dealing with students with special needs. The purposive sampling technique
was used to determine participants, with the main criterion being teachers who were
actively involved in the learning process of children with special needs and had knowledge
and experience in observing their social development.

Data was collected through two main techniques, namely in-depth interviews and
direct observation. Interviews were conducted to understand teachers perceptions of
students' social abilities, while observations aimed to capture children's social behavior
naturally in the school environment. All data obtained were then analyzed using thematic
analysis techniques, namely by identifying patterns, themes, and categories from the results
of interviews and observations that had been made.

To ensure the validity of the data, the researcher applied a triangulation technique,
namely by comparing the results of interviews, observations, and field notes. In addition,
the validity of the data is also strengthened through discussions with peers and re-checks by
participants (member checks) to ensure that the interpretation of the data is in accordance
with their experience.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
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The results of this study show that teachers' perceptions of the social skills of
children with special needs vary greatly, depending on the characteristics of each
child and the teacher's experience in accompanying them. In general, teachers state
that the social skills of children with special needs in inclusive classes have not been
fully developed optimally and require continuous intervention.

Some children seem to be able to establish simple interactions with teachers
and peers, such as greeting them, responding to questions, or following instructions
in groups. However, most teachers observed that the children still had difficulty
expressing their feelings, understanding other people's emotions, and following
social rules that apply in the context of group interaction.

In addition, teachers also noted that children with special needs tend to show
limitations in social initiatives, such as starting conversations or asking friends for
help. They are more likely to wait to be directed or tend to be alone in group
activities. This is seen as a challenge by teachers in creating an inclusive and
interactive learning environment.

Table 1. Assessment Indicators

No. Indicator Evaluation
1 2 3 4
1. Children are able to adjust their emotions to AW QA, EP KA, AY, DSW, KL,
disruptive peer behavior such as aggression. EG SA, AS,
(C3)
2.  Children are able to recognize emotions and AW QA, EP KA, AY, A, SA, AS,
label other people's emotions (C1) EG, KL
3. Children are able to build cooperation with AW KL EG, SA QA, KA, AY, EP
others (C6) AS,
4.  Children are able to create and maintain AW KL A Y, EP SA, AS,
interactions with adults or peers (C6) EG
5.  Children are able to carry out the learning AW JE QA, KA, AY, DSW,
process that occurs (C3). Y, KL, SA, AS, EG
6.  Children are able to adapt to the learning AW KA, AY, A, Y, KL,
that occurs (C3) EP SA, AS, EG
7.  Children are able to connect learning that AW QA, KA, AY, A Y,
occurs anywhere (C2). KL, EP SA, AS, EG
8.  Children are able to express opinions simply AW AY QA, KA, DSW, KL,
(C3) EP SA, AS, EG
9. Children are able to solve AW QA, KA, AY, DSW
problem in simple terms (C4)
10. Children are able to mention AW EG, QA, KA, AY, KL,
questions and answers (C1) DSW EP SA,
us,
11. Children are able to accept and understand AW QA KA, AS, EG

criticism and suggestions (C2)

Teachers emphasize the importance of flexible and individualized learning
approaches to support children's social development. They stated that the success
of children’s social interaction is greatly influenced by the consistency in providing
stimuli and teachers' understanding of the needs and potentials of each student. In
addition, teachers also recognize the need for collaboration between schools,
parents, and experts to design integrated and sustainable social development
strategies.
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This research was conducted using a checklist instrument and there are several
indicators in it. There are several indicators that have not developed in AW, namely:
(1) AW has not been able to adjust his emotions to the behavior of peers who disturb
him. (2) AW has not been able to build cooperation with others. (3) Y has not been
able to adjust to a new environment with appropriate emotions and behavior. (4)
AW has not been able to create and maintain interactions with adults or peers. (5)
AW is not used to being friendly to others. (6) AW has not been able to show a sense
of pleasure in playing/learning with peers. (7) AW has not been able to adapt to the
learning that is taking place. (8) AW has not been able to express opinions simply.

Based on the results of observations that have been carried out at school, this
can be seen from several behaviors and communication patterns that AW always
displays at school. AW can follow learning at school well, but AW does not
communicate with teachers or peers. When learning in class takes place, AW is just
quiet and follows what the teacher orders. When singing activities, AW just claps his
hands to the rhythm of the song. AW shows fear when he is invited to communicate,
so AW does not give any response when greeted by his friends and teachers, AW also
looks confused when the teacher requires him to join his friends.

The behavioral symptoms that always appear are that Y always feels sad when
he is among his friends, he also always looks gloomy, is more sensitive to the words
and actions of other children, prefers his toys to playing with his friends, rarely
interacts with teachers and friends, and is less brave to appear in front of the class,
feels afraid if asked to interact with teachers and peers.

While in class, based on the observation results, AW was unable to establish
relationships with groups or try to actualize himself as an individual. AW still always
wanted to be accompanied by his mother and he could not be separated from his
mother, so that the process of socialization with peers and teachers was hampered.
During two semesters of school, Y was more often seen afraid, anxious and even
tended to be silent when meeting people he had just met or people who were not
close to him.

Based on the results of the study, it can be said that AW experienced social
withdrawal, which is an act of refusing or avoiding having social interactions, and as
a form of defense against something that is considered unsafe. Children with social
withdrawal behavior usually do not have many friends, because children rarely have
social interactions (Pratiwi, 2020). Children tend to only pay attention to their
surroundings, and do not directly participate in the environment.

The reason Y is said to be experiencing social withdrawal can be attributed to
the following characteristics. The characteristics of individuals who experience
withdrawal from the environment include: (1). Often seen alone or daydreaming (2).
Seemingly unenthusiastic in activities in everyday social environments (3). Doing
whatever is ordered or requested by others even though it is not liked or desired.
This aims to avoid conflict with that person and avoid longer interactions. (4). Not
talking much (passive) especially in expressing opinions in public (5). Feeling
uncomfortable and unsafe in social environments (gathering with many people) (6).
Preferring to do things alone, even though they should be done together or in groups.

In the characteristics above, there are several points in AW, namely: (1). Often
seen alone or daydreaming (2). Seems unenthusiastic in activities in everyday social
environments . (4). Doesn't talk much (passive) especially in expressing opinions in
public (5). Feels uncomfortable and unsafe in social environments (gathering with
many people) (6). Prefers to do things alone, even though they should be done
together or in groups. Based on the characteristics above, there are several studies
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that prove that the parenting factor is a factor that supports social withdrawal in
AW. Theories about attachment state that the attachment that is established in the
early life between children and parents is the foundation that determines the child's
relationship patterns until they are adults. Attachment can be interpreted as a
human tendency to form a strong bond with others (Trigwell et al., 1994). Secure
attachment can predict social competence in children while insecure attachment
predicts loneliness, anxiety and socially withdrawn behavior (Astuti et al., 2022).

Attachment itself is greatly influenced by how parents (in this case usually
represented by the mother) respond, direct and provide opportunities for children
to explore their environment. Symptoms of social withdrawal tend to get worse with
age (Tilley et al., 2020). Therefore, handling of social withdrawal must be done as
early as possible. One of the factors that plays a major role in the formation of social
withdrawal in children is the interaction between children and parents. Various
studies have shown that certain parenting patterns can reduce the risk of children
experiencing social withdrawal.

AW's social development at home, AW plays more often indoors than outdoors
and even when playing outdoors, AW is supervised by his father (attachment in AW's
case is represented by his father because his mother works abroad), also supported
by the freedom to use gadgets so that interaction with peers is less established.
While at school, AW is quieter and looks afraid and embarrassed when interacting
with his peers. AW also prefers to withdraw from his friends, so he rarely interacts
with his friends. It can be said that this attachment parenting factor has a major
impact on early childhood (Mamuladze et al., 2023; Sharma et al., 2012). Especially
for AW being treated like a child who does not have the right to interact with people
outside the home, so that AW becomes a spoiled person and cannot be separated
from the people in his home environment. For this reason, there are several
strategies to reduce social withdrawal, namely based on the research results of
(Engel & Munger, 2003) which show a significant influence between the role-playing
method and children’s social interactions.

Behavioral Interventions that have been implemented for one month through
(1) Positive Modeling and Reinforcement conducted through morning journals with
AW, namely a special 10-minute session to greet, ask and motivate AW with smiles,
hugs and fun things. (2) Social Skills Learning by involving AW in every activity of
sharing cakes and sharing stories with friends, helping friends, and playing with
friends (3) Classroom Environment Management to create a classroom environment
that is conducive to students' social development, especially for AW to be able to
work together by combining AW in groups during class learning. So that the results
of behavioral interventions are obtained which are based on the following social
development indicator checklist:

The findings of this study reinforce the understanding that the social skills of
children with special needs in inclusive school environments still require intensive
and ongoing support. Teachers play an important role in this process, because they
are the ones who interact most often with children in the school environment and
have a strategic role in creating a friendly and supportive learning situation.

In general, limitations in the ability to communicate, understand emotions, and
establish relationships with peers are the main challenges faced by children with
special needs. This is in line with the findings of various previous studies which state
that children with special needs often experience obstacles in the social aspect due
to their developmental conditions. Teachers realize that this social aspect cannot be
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separated from the overall learning process, because the ability to interact affects
children’s self-confidence and involvement in class activities.

The teacher said that efforts to improve children’s social skills need to be done
in a planned manner and based on individual needs. Flexible and adaptive strategies
are considered more effective in responding to the diversity of children's
characteristics. This includes the use of contextual learning media, providing
concrete examples through modeling, and creating a classroom atmosphere that
supports cooperation and communication (Partington et al., 2024).

This discussion shows that improving the social skills of children with special
needs cannot be burdened solely on teachers. Support from parents, schools, and
support staff is essential to creating a truly inclusive education system. Collaboration
between parties is the key to success in developing children's social potential to the
maximum. Thus, it is necessary to formulate policies and programs that are able to
support teachers in designing and implementing appropriate social learning
strategies, as well as providing ongoing training to improve teacher competence in
handling children with special needs more effectively and empathetically.

CONCLUSION

The findings of this study indicate that the social skills of children with special
needs in inclusive school settings require continuous, structured, and individualized
support. Teachers observed that many students still struggle to engage in effective
social interactions—particularly in areas such as peer communication, understanding
social norms, and appropriate emotional expression. These challenges highlight the
need for targeted, student-centered strategies that are responsive to each child’s
unique developmental profile.Teachers emphasized their critical role in facilitating
social development through adaptive teaching approaches and fostering inclusive
classroom environments. They also recognized the value of collaboration with
parents and multidisciplinary professionals in supporting students' social growth.
However, this study has several limitations. The sample was limited to a small
number of teachers within a single geographic and institutional context, which may
affect the generalizability of the findings. Additionally, the data relied solely on
teacher perspectives, without incorporating views from students, parents, or other
stakeholders.
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