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This paper is one of a series reporting on the development of a questionnaire to measure teacher views of school-related factors relative to inclusive education within a rural Canadian context. Building upon an existing survey in an urban study, a 79-item scale was developed and administered to 123 elementary- to secondary-level teachers in the Pembina Hills Regional School Division No. 7 (PHRD) in rural Alberta, Canada.  Using data reduction techniques, a new, more succinct 13-item scale resulted. The new scale addresses five conceptual areas considered to be important to inclusive education from a teacher’s perspective, and within the rural Canadian educational context. This scale has been named the Teacher Perceptions of Inclusion in Rural Canada (TPIRC) scale.

Over the past 20 years there has been significant change in the education of students with special needs at provincial policy, school, and classroom levels. Inclusive education is now espoused to be the predominant approach to educating students with special needs, backed by provincial and territorial educational policy. In inclusive classrooms all students regardless of their learning characteristics are welcomed and learn together. In inclusive classrooms it is the teachers who adapt their instructional practices to meet the range of student learning needs (Andrews & Lupart, 2000; Loreman, 1999). 

This paper is one of a series resulting from a broader study examining inclusive education in the Pembina Hills Regional School District Number 7 (PHRD) in Alberta, Canada (see also Loreman, Lupart, McGhie-Richmond, & Barber, 2008; Loreman, McGhie-Richmond, Barber, & Lupart, in press; Loreman, McGhie-Richmond, Barber, & Lupart, 2008). Each paper presents stakeholder perspectives (i.e., students and parents) of components of inclusion based on survey research conducted within PHRD. This paper focuses on the development of a scale to measure the views of teachers with respect to inclusion within their school district. 

As outlined in Loreman, Lupart, McGhie-Richmond, & Barber (2008), this study is unique in Alberta. Firstly, it addresses the paucity of research on inclusive education in rural Canada. Secondly, it is an examination of a school district that has developed district-wide policies and practices focused on teaching all students in regular education classrooms. Moreover, the district has an anecdotal record of excellent practice in inclusive education. More information on the economic and geographical context of PHRD is noted in Loreman, Lupart et al (2008). The school division invited the investigators to partner in the study with the objective of adding empirical evidence to their claims of inclusiveness, as well as to identify effective practices and areas for improvement. This undertaking in itself demonstrates their commitment to inclusion and continuous improvement. Thus, PHRD is an ideal district to examine factors that contribute to inclusive education in the rural Canadian context.

Teachers and inclusive education: Key areas from the literature

Teachers are central to the implementation of inclusion. In elementary through to senior high school classrooms, special education and general education classroom teachers work together to plan and deliver instruction that they regard to be the most appropriate for each student.  Yet, inclusion does not occur in a vacuum – the particular characteristics of the student, the context in which learning occurs, and the teacher each and together influence the achievement of students with special needs.  Though inclusion is now the dominant educational model in Canada, there is very little research about teacher perspectives towards inclusion in rural Canadian schools.  Rural school districts face difficulties retaining teachers and often have fewer resources than their urban counterparts (Alberta Education Strategic Dialogue, 2007).  In spite of this, inclusion is most likely to be practiced in rural districts because of limited choice. There is not the opportunity to place a child in specialized settings afforded by the schools-of-choice model in larger urban centers.  Thus, rural teachers have a greater chance of having a student with a disability in their classroom than their urban counterparts teaching at academic or special subjects institutions, such as dance academies or hockey schools. Given the differing realities between urban and rural school settings, it is important to understand the factors that impact the perspectives and attitudes of rural teachers in relation to inclusion and determine which ones aid in a positive view of including children with special needs in regular classroom settings.  Current research suggests that teachers attitudes towards inclusion are influenced by their personal beliefs about teaching and learning, the nature of training and support they receive, and partnerships formed within the school and as well as with parents.

Teachers’ beliefs, attitudes and teaching practices are complex and have been shown to be predictive of the success of inclusion (Brownlee & Carrington, 2000; Jordan & Stanovich, 2003; 2004).  Indeed, research shows that teacher beliefs about student and teacher roles, how knowledge is acquired and the nature of the teaching/learning process determines the types of opportunities teachers provide for student learning (Bender, Vail & Scott, 1995; Jordan, Lindsay & Stanovich, 1997).  Jordan and Stanovich (2003) define teacher beliefs along a continuum bounded by Pathognomonic and Interventionist perspectives.  Teachers who hold more Pathognomonic beliefs assume that students who are not performing to grade-level standard have something inherently wrong with them. These teachers tend to absolve responsibility for student learning, placing blame and responsibility on the student for his or her learning. These teachers tend to refer children for special education support outside of the classroom, do not adapt their own teaching approaches and strategies, and tend to work in isolation, not seeking support from their colleagues or parents. Conversely, teachers who hold more Interventionist beliefs understand and assume responsibility for student learning. These teachers adapt their instructional approaches and strategies, seek outside resources to be used within the classroom, and hold the view that all students can learn in a regular classroom if the appropriate strategies and resources are implemented.  From this perspective, teachers who hold Interventionist beliefs share the responsibility for learning with the student.  Yet, even within these dichotomous beliefs, variability exists. Berry (2006) found that even among teachers who espouse Interventionist beliefs that children with disabilities should be included in regular classrooms, they still held the view that the disability was a barrier to the student’s learning.  When comparing teachers with the same beliefs who taught the same subject, teachers modified their instruction in completely different ways, and thus the learning opportunities for the child varied depending upon the belief.  It is clear from the research literature that teacher beliefs are a critical factor impacting the success of inclusion and the educational experiences and learning outcomes of students with special needs.

Another factor influencing teacher’s attitudes towards inclusion is the nature and level of training and support that they receive. Research suggests that inclusion is more successful when teachers have access to resources such as information about students with particular special needs and the nature of the disability of particular children in their classroom, expert guidance gained through special education teachers and professional development, as well as adequate funding to support adapted instruction in their classrooms (Esperat, Moss, Roberts, Kerr & Green, 1999; Mastropieri & Scruggs, 2001; Vaughn & Schumm, 1995).  It is also evident, however, that the many general education teachers believe that they lack the specific skills to teach students with special needs adequately (Brownlee & Carrington, 2000; Downing & Williams, 1997; Praisner, 2003).  Teachers who have a lower sense of self-efficacy in educating students with special needs may be less positive towards an inclusive model and may also use less effective instructional strategies that would benefit the students with special needs in their class (Bender, 1995).

Another factor impacting teacher attitudes towards inclusion is the sense of community within the school and between the school and home (Esperat et al., 1999). Fostering community is important in any professional organization, and the dynamics of a school involve many stakeholders and perspectives.  When teachers feel a sense of support both from administration (Vaughn & Schumm, 1995), as well as from parents (Laws & Millward, 2001; Renty & Roeyers, 2006) they tend to be more positive about inclusion.  In fact, an important predictor of the success of inclusion in a school has been found to be the attitude and beliefs held by school principals (Stanovich & Jordan, 1998).  Thus, support from both school and district administration is highly influential on the attitude of teachers towards inclusion.  Research also implicates the role of home-school partnerships in fostering student learning. The support between parents and teachers must be reciprocal (Laws & Millward, 2001; Renty & Roeyers, 2006) with parents perceiving that they are included in the process of educating their child.

In summary, numerous variables contribute to the formation and maintenance of teacher beliefs about inclusion and thus impact the success of inclusion. Research reveals factors that are internal to the teacher, such as their attitudes towards inclusion and the consequences on the classroom instructional and learning environment. Factors external to the teacher, such as supportive communication and cooperation in the school and community and the provision of support and training are also revealed in the literature. The objective of this study was to establish a scale to measure dimensions that support inclusive education from the perspective of teachers within an inclusive rural school district. 

Method

Instrumentation

As is the case with the other papers in this series, the Diversity, Individual Development, Differentiation surveys (DIDDs) developed by Lupart, Whitley, Odishaw, & McDonald (2006) served as the primary means for quantifying teacher views on the specific factors relevant to inclusive practices. This scale was chosen as the basis for a new, more succinct scale, because it covered the areas identified as critical in the literature (see above), along with additional areas that a shorter scale might not address. While the DIDDs served the purpose of collecting data for a highly detailed study of inclusion, its length at 79 items meant that wider application was problematic. It was believed that a shorter scale examining similar themes might prove more useful in some research contexts. 

As in Loreman, Lupart et al., (2008), the teacher DIDDs survey was modified before being implemented using the same approach outlined in that study; that is, it was based on a review of the results of the Lupart et al., (2006) study by an expert group of representatives from academia and the field. 

Teachers throughout the district responded to the 79-item questionnaire. The questionnaire comprised a five-point Likert scale where one = Strongly disagree, two = Disagree, three = Neither agree nor disagree, four = Agree, and five = Strongly agree. The items on the scale were ordered according to a random number chart, and included a number of reverse coded items. It is noted that three questions on the survey were open response items.  However, these items are not discussed, as they were more qualitative in nature. All teachers in the district were invited to complete the questionnaire that was administered on-line to consenting teachers in November of 2007. 

Results

One hundred and twenty three teachers completed and submitted the survey, representing approximately 55% of teachers employed in the district. The teachers taught in two high schools (grades seven to twelve); three Kindergarten to grade nine or ten schools; seven elementary (Kindergarten to grade six) schools; and one middle school (grades seven to nine). Table 1 illustrates the grade levels taught by these teachers, bearing in mind that some taught multiple grade levels.

The same data reduction techniques used in Loreman, Lupart et al., (2008) were employed with this scale, and are reported here in a similar manner in order to maintain consistency for those school districts who wish to use all stakeholder surveys in future work. The original 76 Likert-scale items (minus the three open-ended questions) of the teacher survey underwent principal components analysis in order to establish a smaller meaningful number of comprehensive items (13) designed to capture the nomological network associated with inclusive education practices in Canadian schools, from a teacher’s perspective.  Item selection for the final scale was based on the magnitude of individual item loadings as seen in the varimax rotated component matrix. An additional criterion was used: each item should load significantly on only one subscale to facilitate a unidimensional interpretation (Thurstone, 1947). An examination of the resulting Scree plot (Catell, 1966) and the results of parallel analysis (123 respondents by 76 items) revealed the presence of four components. A final evaluation of each item included in the scale was verified by our understandings of the conceptual and practical aspects of inclusive education practices.

Table 1

Grade Levels Taught by Participating Teachers

	Grade level
	N
	Percent of total teachers

	Kindergarten
	10
	8.1%

	Gr1
	19
	15.4%

	Gr2
	23
	18.7%

	Gr3
	14
	11.4%

	Gr4
	15
	12.2%

	Gr5
	13
	10.6%

	Gr6
	17
	13.8%

	Gr7
	23
	18.7%

	Gr8
	26
	21.1%

	Gr9
	30
	24.4%

	Gr10
	42
	34.1%

	Gr11
	42
	34.1%

	Gr12
	38
	30.9%


 

Table 2

Principal Components Analysis (PCA) of 13 Items From the Teacher Survey
	
	Rotated Component Matrix(a)

	Item
	Component

	
	1
	2
	3
	4

	Inclusion (the participation of students with special needs in regular classrooms) is a benefit for all students.
	.802
	.356
	.052
	.145

	Including students with special needs in the regular classroom takes away from the education of other students. (reversed)
	.757
	.040
	.212
	.215

	I believe inclusion provides students with special needs with the opportunity to reveal their learning potential.
	.734
	.354
	.037
	.166

	Students with special needs can have greater success in regular classes.
	.730
	-.006
	.383
	.026

	This school has clear safe and caring school policy statements.
	-.010
	.791
	.066
	.118

	Generally there is good cooperation this year between teachers and parents.
	.272
	.738
	.154
	-.008

	I believe I have good communication with my students’ parents.
	.240
	.608
	.075
	.198

	I do not greatly value the knowledge that parents have about their children. (reversed)
	.144
	.050
	.788
	.026

	Developing a supportive school community is as important as raising academic achievement.
	.109
	.405
	.675
	.058

	I do not involve my students in formulating class rules (reversed)
	.230
	.008
	.646
	.361

	I have not received adequate training in devising and managing collaborative learning activities.
	-.006
	.020
	.162
	.729

	I am well supported in my teaching by PHRD student services.
	.258
	.169
	-.101
	.708

	My school does not provide sufficient professional development in the area of inclusive education (reversed)
	.212
	.178
	.285
	.529


Scale validation is supported by a final factor structure characterized by a highly significant correlation between nearly all intra-factor items. Notably, the four-component solution explained a total of 62.11% of the total variance (Component one = 34.37%; Component two = 10.24%; Component three = 9.02%; Component four = 8.48%). A high level of sampling adequacy (Kaiser-Meyer-Oklin index = 0.817) (Kaiser 1970, 1974) and highly significant measure of sphericity was evident Bartlett's (1954) Test of Sphericity; χ2 (78) = 451.9; prob. = 0.000, further supporting both the approach taken (PCA with Varimax rotation) and the suitability of the items selected to characterize the scale construct.  The internal validity of the four-component factor solution as measured by Cronbach's alpha (Cronbach, 1951) was found to be high at 0.84. Reliabilities for the five subscales also appear to be high considering the number of items included in each factor (i.e., 0.84, 0.64, 0.66, and 0.53 respectively), validating the legitimacy of the individual components of the total scale. 

Discussion

The DIDDs-based questionnaire used to measure teacher aspects of inclusion in this study proved to be complex. The questionnaire did, however, lend itself to statistical data reduction techniques (PCA), which produced a number of sub-factors important to inclusive education. The items comprising the original scale have been reduced to 13 items. The items divide relatively equally into the four components or factors with each factor being uni-dimensional in nature. The factors important to inclusion in this study include: (1) attitudes toward inclusion; (2) supportive communication and cooperation; (3) classroom community; and (4) support and training. The investigators are satisfied that the DIDDs was an appropriate instrument to use in establishing these components. Moreover, the resulting factors have been identified in other research literature examining inclusion (Dyson, Farrell, Polat, Hutcheson, & Gallannaugh, 2004) as contributing to inclusive education, as well as within the results of the other stakeholder surveys in this investigation (see Loreman, Lupart, et al, 2008).

This scale has been named the Teacher Perceptions of Inclusion in Rural Canada (TPIRC) scale. This scale can be used in rural jurisdictions across Canada in combination with scales measuring the responses of other stakeholder groups developed as the result of this research [for example, the Student Perceptions of Inclusion in Rural Canada (SPIRC) scale (Loreman, Lupart, et al, 2008) and the Parent Perception of Inclusion in Rural Canada (PPIRC) outlined in Loreman et al., in press].

Conclusion

This study has resulted in the development of a 13-item, four-component scale designed to measure rural teacher perspectives of inclusion along several dimensions that previous research literature has identified as being important in inclusive education. These dimensions are both internal and external to teachers and include teacher attitudes towards inclusion, supportive communication and cooperation, classroom community, and support and training. 

As countries and school districts throughout the world move towards more inclusive educational systems it becomes increasingly important to identify and describe factors that contribute to the success of inclusion. Teacher attitude towards inclusion is an important factor in the success of inclusion. The Teacher Perceptions of Inclusion in Rural Canada (TPIRC) scale provides school districts that are rural in nature with a tool for quantifying teacher attitudes towards inclusion. The TPIRC can be used to collect precise data to test and validate hypotheses about how inclusive education practices occur in similar school districts. This information is an important first step in teacher and school development that supports inclusive practice. While the TPIRC was developed within a rural school context, the factors and resulting questions may be generic enough to permit use in other similar contexts. Indeed, application of the scale to a variety of school contexts (i.e., rural, urban, large, small, etc.) would further contribute towards validating the measure. 
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Extraction Method:  Principal Component Analysis.


Rotation Method:  Varimax with Kaiser Normalization.
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