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THESIS ABSTRACT
This study examines the perceptions of regular education teachers and special
education teachers regarding mainstreaming or including students with disabilities in
regular education classes at Oceanside High School in Oceanside, California.
Teachers were surveyed to determine what attributes they believed students with
disabilities possessed. They answered questions about their knowledge of special
education, if they should be expected to modify their instruction, and how a student
with a disability affected a general education classroom. The results from this study
suggested that the teachers viewed students with disabilities in a negative way. Most
of the teachers had basic knowledge of special education. Many believed they should
be expected to modify instruction, but complained about having to make
modifications. Most teachers believed having students with disabilities mainstreamed
or included impacts general education classrooms in a negative way.
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Introduction
Problem Statement
Special educators and general educators have different perceptions about
students' with disabilities. How and where a teacher interacts with a student with a
disability may determine a teachers' perception ofthe individual student. Another
factor that can determine a teacher's perception of a student with a disability is their
knowledge about the student's capabilities. Instilled values and beliefs that individual
teachers were brought up with can also play an important role in a teacher's attitude
toward a student with a disability.
Today, all public school teachers are expected to teach all students whether or
not they have a disability. Students with disabilities are mainstreamed or included in
regular education classes if it is written in their individual education plan. Some
teachers are against mainstreaming or including students with disabilities in general
education classes, while others welcome the idea. The goal of this study is to
determine the beliefs and attitudes teachers at Oceanside High School have about
mainstreaming or including students with disabilities.

Significance ofthe Problem
Discovering teachers' attitudes about students with disabilities will help
educators and students know the abilities and limitations the school has towards
mainstreaming and inclusion. This study can be used to reflect on why a student with
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a disability may or may not feel socially accepted in a regular classroom. It can also
help to determine why a student may or may not pass a regular education class. The
results of this study may show a difference in perceptions between general education
teachers and special education teachers. Understanding why some regular education
teachers have more students with disabilities in their classroom than other teachers
may be discovered in this research. An overall attitude of Oceanside High School
regarding students with disabilities and special education programs can be determined
by this study. This study may also give insight into what other teachers at other
schools may feel towards mainstreaming and including students' with disabilities in
their classrooms.

Purpose of the project
As a special education teacher, it is important for me to know what support is
available at the school in which I work. I need to know how teachers feel about the
students who are placed in their classrooms and how they feel the student will affect
the rest of the class. It is important for me to know how much they know about
special education and if they know what they are required to do. This study will help
me understand what misconceptions they may have about students with disabilities
and allow me to provide them with information if necessary. The research may help
to address many of the problems our school has with including students with
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disabilities in general education classes and why so many students with disabilities
fail general education courses.

Research questions and sub questions
What are regular education teachers' and special education teachers' attitudes
toward mainstreaming or including students with disabilities in regular education
classes in a high school setting?
1. What attributes do students with disabilities possess?
2. How much do teachers know about special education?
3. Should teachers be expected to modify their instruction?
4. How does a student with a disability affect the general education
classroom?
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Theoretical Framework
Access to general education
The passage of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act Amendments
of 1997 ensured students with disabilities access to general education classrooms and
curriculum. Students with disabilities could no longer be separated from regular
education students because of their disability. Special Education is no longer a place
where students with disabilities go, but is a service for the student (Villa & Thousand,
2000). The law states:
to the maximum extent appropriate, handicapped children,
including those children in public and private institutions or
other care facilities, are educated with children who are not
handicapped, and that special classes, separate schooling,
or other removal of handicapped children from the regular
educational environment occurs only when the nature or
severity of the handicap is such that education in regular
classes with the use of supplementary aids and services
cannot be achieved satisfactorily (P.L. 94-142, Section
1412 [5] [B]).
Special education teachers are now required to facilitate the services written in
a student's Individual Education Plan (IEP). Depending on the individual student, the
services provided vary. "Students with disabilities sometimes need adjustments or
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modifications to the curriculum and/ or instructional arrangements in order for
learning to be accessible to them" (Villa & Thousand, 2000, p. 10).

Restructuring
Schools today are still working towards achieving the requirements set up in
IDEA 1997. Changing the way special education functioned in the past will improve
the education of students with disabilities in the future.
We know that schooling must be based on assumptions
about future society and the skills, attitudes, and
dispositions that will be needed for success in that society.
Yet, in many communities, schools are organized to
respond to assumptions about life in the 19th and early 20th
centuries. That is, they are attempting to provide an
excellent education for the elite ... in which query, creative
problem solving, and collaboration are not wanted or
needed (Villa & Thousand, 1995, p. 31).
In order to restructure a school to welcome inclusive practices, it is important

to understand teachers' perceptions of students that have been classified as having a
disability. All teachers have to know what disability affects each individual student
in order to provide an appropriate education. The problem is that the student is being
labeled. This can lead to segregation away from classmates without disabilities,
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increasing the stigma attached to disability, and lowering educators' expectations
(Turnbull, Turnbull, Shank, & Leal, 1995, p. 20). If teachers have lower expectations
of students with disabilities and do not believe these students are capable, than
including them in general education classes will not benefit them. "Successful
inclusive educational practices are based as much on beliefs and values as on
professional knowledge and skill" (Villa & Thousand, 2000, p.189).

Perceptions
One of the most difficult jobs of high school special education teachers is
mainstreaming or including students with disabilities in general education classrooms.
Teachers have different ideas about what is most appropriate for students with special
needs. There is a limited amount of literature about discovering high school teachers'
attitudes toward mainstreaming or including students with disabilities. Perceptions
have been studied under specific conditions, but none of the literature focused only on
teachers' attitudes towards special education and students with disabilities.
Therefore, this research does not parallel another.
Perceptions about students with disabilities are varied. General education
teachers have both negative and positive ideas about students with disabilities. One
negative description of students with disabilities is that they can not function without
constant attention and that they depend on special education teachers too much.
Some teachers believe that the student receives more help than what the student
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actually needs. "Special education students have an unrealistic idea of what they
have actually done" (Prom, 1999, p. 40).

In some of the articles there were complaints about the effects students with
disabilities have on general education classes. Some general education teachers
believe that inclusion is a "disservice to general education students and special
education students" and teachers are not able to teach "what they went into the
profession to teach" (Vaughn, 1996, p. 103). Students with disabilities have negative
academic characteristics, such as being poor readers and writers (Betancourt- Smith,
1992, p. 22). These teachers feel that they are providing a disservice because they are
not trained adequately or have not been provided the support necessary to
accommodate their students (Thompson, 1992, p.14).
Teachers who have a positive outlook on including students with disabilities
into their classroom think that the social inclusion of students with disabilities is
valuable to all students in the classroom (Vaughn, 1996: p. 99). One way students
with disabilities are seen as valuable is that general education students begin to grow
in acceptance and toleration of students different than themselves (Sebastian &
Mathot-Buckner, 1998, p. 5). They learn to be creative and become problem solvers.
Everyone feels accepted and supported by all members in the classroom (Villa &
Thousand, 2000, p. 298).
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Implications
Teachers are usually openly hostile to the placement of special education
students into regular education classes because they have little or no understanding of
Individual Education Plans, modifications, and legal responsibilities (Thompson,
1992, p. 11). They generally do not feel adequately prepared and feel that they need
more training (Brozovich & Kotting, 1984, p. 549; Chiang, 1999, p. 4; Thompson,
1992, p. 47; Vaughn, 1996, p.103). There are concerns about lawsuits, safety, and
workload that interfere with regular classroom routines (Vaughn, 1996, p. 100).
One of the main problems teachers complained about was a lack of support
(Chiang, 1999, p. 100). Support from special education staff was a common need
addressed by many teachers (Sebastian & Mathot-Buckner, 1998, p.311). Teachers
stated that they needed instructional aides to provide modifications for students with
disabilities placed in their classrooms (Betancourt-Smith, 1992, p. 24). They feel that
there is not enough personnel and technology to accommodate the services required
by the students' IEP. (Vaughn, 1996, p. 101).
When teachers are inadequately prepared, they are not willing to welcome the
placement of students with disabilities in their classrooms. Few will make
modifications (Thompson, 1992, p. 10). Some teachers believe that there is "no need
to modify instruction" because the special education students that are mainstreamed
are in a basic class for slow students and the material is modified to meet the students
individual ability level (Betancourt-Smith, 1992, p. 22).
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Teachers had many ideas about changes schools could make to support an
inclusive school. They wanted to be notified with a reasonable amount of time to
prepare for a student with a disability. Teachers felt that there was a lack of sufficient
planning time for collaboration between regular education and special education
teachers (Lombardi, 1994, p. 317). Some teachers wanted more training in the form
of an "in-service" (Betancourt-Smith, 1992, p. 24). There were other ideas of smaller
class sizes (Vaughn, 1996, p.105) with needed "support from special education staff'
(Sebastian & Mathot-Buckner, 1998, p. 311).
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Methodology
Setting/sample
Oceanside High School is one of two high schools in Oceanside, California.
There are approximately 2,234 students in grades nine through twelve attending this
urban school. It is located in close proximity to the United States Marine Corps Base,
Camp Pendleton.
A diverse population of students is served by Oceanside. Oceanside High
School's student body includes 49% Hispanic, 13% African American, 2% Asian, 3%
Pacific Islander, 1% American Indian or Alaskan Native, and 30% Caucasian. There
is a yearly mobility rate of24%, and over 18% of the students are military
dependents. Forty-six percent of students qualify for free or reduced lunch.
The school staff does not reflect the student population. Ethnicity of the staff
includes 3% African-American, 4% Asian or Pacific Islander, 11% Hispanic, and
82% Caucasian. There are 105 teachers at Oceanside High School and none hold an
emergency credential. Ninety-three percent of the staffholds a secondary credential.
Ten percent ofthe student population requires special education services
according to their Individual Education Plans. The teachers working with this
population include five Special Day Class teachers, five Resource teachers, and one
teacher serving students with emotional disabilities. Oceanside High School is not
an inclusive school. There is some mainstreaming done within all of the different
programs, but it is far from being considered an inclusive school.
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A survey was distributed to all teachers at Oceanside High School through
their mailboxes. The survey asked questions regarding their attitudes toward students
with disabilities and their knowledge of special education terms. Participants in this
survey included regular education teachers and special education teachers at
Oceanside High School.

~one

of the teachers serve students with severe physical

disabilities.

Data Collection Procedures
In order to gain the most useful information about teachers' attitudes toward

students with disabilities, I created a 25 item survey using multiple choice questions
and questions requiring a short answer (Appendix 1). The first page of the survey
was taken from Josephine Thompson's survey that was used to obtain information
about teacher attitudes before and after an in-service training (Thompson, 1992, p.
68). On the second page of the survey are questions I created to determine teachers'
knowledge about special education and their attitudes regarding mainstreaming
students with disabilities Most of the questions on the second page must be answered
by a "yes" or "no", which is followed by an open-ended question. The last question
is an open ended question for teachers to write any comments they have about special
education.
Distribution of the surveys was done through each teacher's mailbox. First I
typed a letter to the teachers explaining the reason for the survey and to whom the
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survey needed to be returned to (Appendix 2). The letter also explained when the
surveys needed to be returned. Second, I stapled the letter in front of each survey.
Then I taped a mini-snickers candy bar to the front of each survey. After I finished
taping the candy bars on the papers, I placed one survey in each teacher's mailbox.
Then I waited for the surveys to be returned to me anonymously through my mailbox
or to my room. I distributed a total of 105 surveys.
Teachers that participated in the survey returned them to mailbox or to my
classroom. After I gathered all of the surveys from the participants, I numbered each
survey. Then I began to group similar answers with one another to determine any
relationships.
All of the questions on the survey were for the purpose of determining the
respondents' positive or negative attitudes toward students with disabilities. Some
questions were asked to ascertain the teaching background and current status (special
ed. or regular) of the educators. For questions one through fifteen, respondents were
directed to choose between a positive or a negative response. Positive, negative, and
unclear responses were assigned the values +1, -1, and 0, respectively. Each
teacher's responses were mathematically analyzed to give a total point value and
average for the 15 questions in total. The averages of special education teachers and
regular education teachers were analyzed as follows: 2-sample t-tests were performed
to determine if any differences between the groups were statistically significant (p-
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values< 0.05). Questions sixteen through twenty-four were grouped according to
correct and incorrect responses.

Definition of Terms
IEP = Individual Education Plan
SLD = Specific Learning Disability
Least restrictive environment = is a rule requiring schools to educate a student with a
disability with nondisabled students to the maximum extent appropriate for
the student with a disability.
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Findings
Out of 105 surveys I distributed, 50 surveys were returned at a return rate of
48%. The sample included eight special education teachers and forty-two regular
education teachers. The results indicated an overall negative attitude towards
students with disabilities. After grouping the surveys according to whether or not the
teacher was a special education teacher, the surveys indicated that special education
teachers' attitudes were more negative than regular education teachers ' attitudes.
Special education teachers and regular education teachers had a mean ± SE value of0.356 ± 0.1256 and -0.283 ± 0.0684, respectively (Fig.1 ). The difference in these
values was not statistically significant (p=0.33, DF=47, 2-sample t-test).
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Figure 1. There was not a significant difference in perceptions
between special education teachers and regular education
teachers (p=0.33 , DF=47, 2-sarnple t-test).
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Many teachers did not follow directions for the first fifteen questions because
of different reasons. Some teachers refused to answer the first fifteen questions
because they didn't like the choices, believed the students with disabilities they have
taught shared both traits, didn't want to stereotype, or did not feel comfortable
answering the questions. One teacher attached a letter to the survey before returning
it to me and wrote, "I feel I cannot make any blanket statements about Special Ed.
students because they are all individuals with many different behaviors and
strengths." Another teacher wrote, "I have a very hard time answering this as I have
students who fit into both categories." A different teacher wrote, "This survey is
impossible to answer."
When asked to identify the acronyms IEP (Individual Education Plan) and
SLD (Specific Learning Disability) for questions sixteen and seventeen, the answers
varied. Most teachers wrote what the letters in the acronym stood for, while a few
gave definitions of what the acronym meant. Forty out of the fifty respondents knew
what an IEP was. Thirty-one teachers knew that SLD had something to do with a
learning disability. Three teachers identified SLD as Second Language Development.
For question number eighteen, concerning the difference between a Special
Day Class student and a Resource student, 32 claimed to know the difference by
circling "yes." Twenty-six of the 32 described the difference as the amount oftime
the student was mainstreamed into regular education classes or the amount of help the
student receives from special education services. One teacher wrote, "Special Day
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Class is a class where the students receive more individual attention for longer
periods. Resource student is in more mainstream courses."
Thirty-six teachers circled "yes" to question nineteen, which asked about the
meaning of Least Restrictive Environment in terms of students with disabilities. One
person did not respond and thirteen circled "no." Twenty-six of those who circled
"yes" described Least Restrictive Environment as placement in a classroom where a
student is challenged while being able to succeed.
Question twenty asked the respondents if they ever had a student with
disabilities in their classroom. Forty-seven claimed that they had. Two respondents
had not had a student with disabilities in their classroom. One teacher did not
respond.
Question twenty-one asks the teachers their opinion about the overall effects
of having students with disabilities in mainstream classes. Two teachers claimed that
the overall effects were horrible. There were ten teachers who believed the effects to
be bad. A teacher wrote, "it takes a lot of extra time." A "No effect" response was
circled by thirteen teachers. One teacher out of fourteen who believed the effects to
be positive wrote, "helps create empathy and understanding." Eleven teachers
believed the effects to be beneficial, but one teacher wrote, "Only when the teacher
involved has prior notice for preparation of work."
Although forty-nine respondents claimed to have modified their teaching
methods to accommodate a student with special needs, only thirty-seven believed
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they should be expected to (Fig.2). Many teachers commented about modifying their
instruction. One teacher wrote, "As long as the rest of the class is not abandoned and
the teacher can fulfill the daily task without much additional work." Another teacher
wrote, "But not so much that it changes class requirements. If getting credit for a
particular class, student should be held as accountable as any other." There were a
few teachers that noted a need for assistance in modifying instruction. Some teachers
mentioned that they would benefit from some training. A college prep teacher
believed that he/she did not have to modify instruction because all he/she taught was
college prep classes.
The majority ofthe respondents claimed to have attended an IEP meeting,
although seven ofthose teachers were not able to identify the acronym IEP (Fig.3).
Only seven teachers stated that they had never attended an IEP meeting before.
50
45

40
35
30
25
20

•Identified IEP
0 Did not identify IEP

15

10
5

7

0

Attended
IEP meeting

Never Attended
IEP meeting

Figure 3. Responses to questions #16 and #22 indicate that a
majority of teachers at Oceanside High School have been to
an IEP meeting and can define IEP correctly when asked.
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For number twenty-five, the open-ended question, many teachers made
comments about the experiences they have had with students with disabilities in their
classes. Others wrote about changes that should be made regarding students with
disabilities or the special education program at Oceanside High School. "I've had
aides work in my classroom who give test answers or a lot of extra help on tests or
quizzes. Once a student is at the point to test, they should understand what is required
and should not require assistance." Special education "Has become rather large and
demanding to the point that the rights of other students are being infringed." Another
teacher wrote, "Should be separate." Most of the comments made were complaints
about feeling overwhelmed. "The main problem is finding time to offer the
assistance you'd like to." "We make about three lesson plans per subject, if its not
special ed. its non English speakers. I don't want to sound negative, but it seems like
a lot more kids these days have special needs." "Trying to soothe self-esteem issues
by giving teachers more to do denigrates the whole educational process."
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Conclusions
Discovering teachers' attitudes about students with disabilities will help
educators and students know the abilities and limitations the school has towards
mainstreaming and inclusion. As a special education teacher, it was important for me
to find out what support is available at the school in which I work. After receiving
the surveys back, I realized that teachers had difficulties answering my survey
because my questions seemed biased. Teachers did not like being forced to choose
between two answers. My suggestions for distributing this survey in the future would
be to add more choices and/or allow teachers to choose more than one answer.
Both special education teachers and regular education teachers at Oceanside
High School share a negative attitude toward students with disabilities. When asked
to describe students with disabilities given a negative and positive statement, most
teachers at Oceanside High School chose a negative statement. Surprisingly, special
education teachers viewed students with disabilities more negatively than general
education teachers, although the difference is not statistically significant. Students
with disabilities at Oceanside High School are viewed as being disorganized,
immature, poor readers, and forgetful by the majority of teachers who responded to
the survey.
Overall, the majority of teachers seemed to know most ofthe special
education questions. Most teachers were able to identify IEP and SLD, but I was
suspicious about answers to other questions on the survey if these answers were
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incorrect. For example, if a teacher could not identify what an IEP or SLD was, then
how would he/she know if he/she ever attended an IEP meeting? There were teachers
that claimed they had attended an IEP meeting, but could not identify what an IEP
was.
Although the majority of teachers believed they should be expected to modify
instruction, many wrote complaints about having to make modifications. They did
not seem to have an overall positive attitude towards having students with disabilities
in their classes.

Judging by the negative comments made about special education,

many teachers believe the effects of having students with disabilities mainstreamed
impacts general education classrooms in a negative way. There were many
complaints about how overwhelmed teachers felt when they had to modify their
instruction. Some teachers even wrote that students with disabilities should be
completely separated from general education classes.
As a special educator, I believe that Oceanside High School does not support
the idea of mainstreaming and inclusion. The overall negative attitude towards
students with disabilities and special education supports my suspicion that most
Oceanside High School teachers do not like including students with disabilities in
general education classes. In order for teachers to change their perceptions to support
mainstreaming and inclusion, there needs to be more education and training about the
benefits ofteaching students with disabilities in general education classrooms.
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Appendix 1

Are you a special education teacher? ____Yes

_ _ _,No

Please circle the words that best describe the learning disabled students
that you have known, or had in your classes. Choose either a orb for
every number.
1.
a. Follows directions
b. Does not follow directions
2.

a. Poor reader

b. Average reader

3.

a. Stands out in class

b. Not noticeable

4.

a. Disorganized

b. Organized

5.

a. Mature

b. Immature

6.

a. Distracted

b. Attentive

7.

a. Active

b. Passive

8.

a. Forgetful

b. Remembers

9.

a. Lazy

b. Hard Working

10.

a. Neat

b. Sloppy

11.

a. Poor student

b. Good Student

12.

a. Independent

b. Dependent

13.

a. Below-average classes

b. Average classes

14.

a. Normally intelligent

b. Not so intelligent

15.

a. Behavior problem

b. Not a behavior problem
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Please identify the following:
16.

IEP-

17.

SLD-

Please answer the following questions:
18. Do you know the difference between a Special Day Class student and
a Resource student?
Yes
No
If you answered "Yes" please describe:

19. Do you know what "Least Restrictive Environment" means in terms of
the placement of students with special needs?
Yes
No
If you answered "Yes" please describe:

20. Have you ever had a student with disabilities in your classroom?
Yes
No
21. What is your opinion about the overall effects of having students
with disabilities in mainstream classes?

1
Horrible

2
Bad

3
No effect

4

5

Positive

Beneficial

22. Have you ever been to an IEP meeting?
Yes
No
23. Have you ever modified your teaching methods to accommodate a
student with special needs?
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Yes

No

24. Should teachers be expected to modify their instruction in order to
accommodate students with disabilities?
Yes
No
25. Comments about Special Education:
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Appendix 2

Dear Teachers,
Attached to this letter is a survey. I am doing my research on
special education and need your help. Please fill out the following
anonymous survey to share your feelings about special education. I would
really appreciate your response.
Thank you,

Pi kake Campbell
SDC Teacher
Room

Please return surveys to my mailbox (Campbell) or room #
by Friday, May

