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Abstract

Educator attitudes towards inclusive education impact its success. Attitudes differ depending on the SEN cohort, and so the
current systematic review is the first to focus solely on students with autism spectrum disorders (ASD). Seven databases
searched yielded 13 relevant articles. The majority reported positive educator attitudes towards ASD inclusion but with
considerable variety in the measures used. There were mixed findings regarding the impact of training and experience on
attitudes but, where measured, higher self-efficacy was related to positive attitudes. In summary, educator ASD inclusion
attitudes are generally positive but we highlight the need to move towards more homogeneous attitudinal measures. Further

research is needed to aggregate data on attitudes towards SEN cohorts other than those with ASD.
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Until relatively recently, students were frequently sepa-
rated based on their perceived education needs. Students
with special educational needs (SEN) were often educated
in special education settings while their remaining peers
were educated in what are often termed mainstream set-
tings (Armstrong et al., 2011). Interest in wider issues of
social inclusion, however, has led to consideration of how
education may play a role in promoting social cohesion. As
such, educational inclusion has become a central focus in
many countries during the last decade (Qvortrup & Qvor-
trup, 2018). In educational contexts, inclusion is a teaching
philosophy in which students with special educational needs
(SEN) are actively engaged with their typically developing
peers (Voltz et al., 2001). In practice, inclusion is considered
‘the continuing process of increasing the presence, partici-
pation and achievements of all children and young people’
(Ainscow, 2005). It is important to note that such definitions
go beyond the simple placement of students with SEN in
mainstream classrooms, as opposed to in specific specialised
settings. Such a conceptualisation would reduce ‘inclusion’
to an issue of admission or placement and ignores the more
complex dynamic side of inclusion as an effort to promote
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participation rather than simple placement with no reference
to support and practices.

Under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of
the Child (1989), every child has a right to education free
from discrimination. Therefore, inclusive education is con-
sidered an important human rights issue (Ruijs & Peetsma,
2009). The United Nations Education, Scientific and Cul-
tural Organisation (UNESCO, 2017) guidelines state that
inclusion and equity should be acknowledged as principles
for guiding educational policies and practices. UNESCO
(2009) argues that inclusion benefits all learners as it focuses
on responding to diverse needs and promotes a fairer society.
Despite this, the practicality of ‘inclusive education’ still
appears to be problematic in the eyes of some educators
(Ainscow & Sandill, 2010; Allan, 2014). Although there
has been a push by policymakers for individuals with SEN
to be included in mainstream classrooms, there has been a
lack of appropriate support for staff and students (Costello &
Boyle, 2013). According to Mitchell (2014), ‘good teaching’
is systematic, explicit and intensive applications of effec-
tive teacher strategies. Such strategies should be appropri-
ate to all learners even if they have to be adapted towards
their specific educational needs (Norwich, 2003; Norwich
& Lewis, 2001). Empirical studies show that pupils with
SEN benefit from ‘good teaching’, even if it is not in a dedi-
cated environment (Mitchell, 2014). A good quality educa-
tion is paramount but a good quality inclusive education is
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optimal. If inclusion is being implemented internationally,
it is important to determine if it works for all cohorts, and if
it does not, we need to determine why not.

Educators’ beliefs are used as personal guidelines for
defining and understanding educational contexts and roles
(Zheng, 2009). These beliefs are resilient to rational argu-
ments and scientific proofs which contradict them (UNE-
SCO, 2002). Educators play a crucial role in the imple-
mentation of inclusive education (Ainscow, 2007; Rose
& Howley, 2007) and their attitudes towards inclusion are
vital for success (Loreman et al., 2011). However, inclu-
sive education is suggested to be one of the most challeng-
ing issues for educators (Atta et al., 2009). The American
Psychological Association (2021) defines an attitude as ‘a
relatively enduring and general evaluation of an object, per-
son, group, issue or concept on a dimension ranging from
negative to positive’. For the purpose of this review, attitude
refers to how the educator evaluates the inclusion of the
student or SEN in question. Positive attitudes of educators
have been related to successful inclusion of students with
SEN in mainstream educational institutions (Roberts et al.,
2008). Educators’ attitudes influence their willingness to
accommodate and persist with difficult students and their
beliefs about students’ abilities to learn (Stauble, 2009). A
seminal research study on the impact of teacher expecta-
tion on student achievement was conducted by Rosenthal
and Jacobson (1968). They found when teachers were told
that some students (picked at random) did poorly on intel-
ligence tests, when these students were revisited, their pro-
gress was significantly lower than their peers. This is called
the ‘Pygmalion Effect’. It is the idea that the expectations of
leaders (in this case, teachers) can influence the progress of
the subordinate (the student). This is mainly because teach-
ers put more effort into the students they expect to do well.
Therefore, if educators do not believe that students with SEN
will do well, they will not put effort into teaching them, and
thus, these students will perform poorly.

Research has suggested that educators’ attitudes towards
inclusion differ according to disability type. Specifically,
educators have more positive attitudes towards the inclusion
of students with physical or mild learning disabilities com-
pared to those with emotional disorders, cognitive impair-
ments or behavioural issues (Cumming, 2011; De Boer et al.,
2011; Rae et al., 2010). It, therefore, appears to be crucial
to look at educator attitudes towards different SEN cohorts
separately. However, to date, no researchers have attempted
to aggregate data on the attitudes of educators on the inclu-
sion of subsets of students with SEN. By assessing attitudes
towards SEN in general, we may miss out on nuanced data
about attitudes towards the inclusion of specific student
groups.

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) comprises a range of
neurodevelopmental disorders which are characterised by

@ Springer

social impairments, communication difficulties and repeti-
tive and restrictive patterns of behaviours (American Psy-
chiatric Association, 2013). As the ‘spectrum’ title suggests,
individuals with ASD range in their social, communicative
and intellectual abilities (Campisi et al., 2018). ASD affects
about 1-2% of children worldwide (Elsabbagh et al., 2012)
and the rate of diagnoses has increased dramatically over
the last thirty years (Blaxill, 2004; Newschaffer et al., 2007).
Individuals with ASD are also prone to having comorbid
mental health disorders (van Steensel et al., 2011; Williams
& Roberts, 2018). Many experience hyperactivity, attention
deficits, executive function, social and communication defi-
cits as well as self-injurious and stereotypic behaviours and
emotional instability (Cappadocia et al., 2012). It is com-
mon for students with ASD to underachieve relative to their
cognitive ability (Ashburner et al., 2010). The difficulties
associated with ASD may lead to challenges in mainstream
environments for these students (van Roekel et al., 2010),
which may impact educators’ attitudes about the appropri-
ateness of this environment for them. Although many indi-
viduals with ASD have significant deficits in functioning,
many children diagnosed with ASD are highly functioning.
Students with ASD are more likely to be excluded from
school than most other groups of learners (Barnard, 2000;
Department for Education & Skills, 2006; National Autis-
tic Society, 2003). This may be because teaching students
with ASD presents significant instructional challenges for
educators which may lower their self-efficacy for working
with these students (Anglim et al., 2018; Klassen et al.,
2011; Rodden et al., 2018; Ruble et al., 2013). Two-thirds
of teachers reported lacking confidence and being appre-
hensive about teaching a student with ASD (Anglim et al.,
2018). Pupils with ASD are sometimes viewed as more dif-
ficult to include than other learners with SEN (House of
Commons Education & Skills Committee, 2006). Teachers
report experiencing tension when dealing with the difficul-
ties these students have in social and emotional understand-
ing (Emam & Farrell, 2009) and regard teaching students
with ASD as particularly challenging (Simpson et al., 2003).
As prevalence rates of ASD are so high in school settings
and the impairments experienced can impact the classroom
in different ways depending on the severity of behaviours
displayed (Leonard & Smyth, 2020), it is important to assess
the attitudes towards the inclusion of students with ASD
specifically.

Educators engaging successfully with students with
ASD must have an understanding of the social, cognitive
and behavioural characteristics of the population (Simpson,
2004). Every student with ASD has unique strengths and
weaknesses, and therefore, teaching strategies may be suc-
cessful for some and not for others (Morrier et al., 2011).
Educators often do not possess relevant knowledge to imple-
ment student-focused evidence-based practice (Freeman
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et al., 2014; Morrier et al., 2011; Paynter et al., 2017).
Mainstream teachers report inadequate preparation and lack
of ASD-specific training (Busby et al., 2012) as a reason
for their poor attitudes towards inclusion of these students.
Training can improve the self-efficacy of educators (Benoit,
2013) and relationships with students with ASD (Blatchford
et al., 2009), reducing levels of occupational stress (Bagh-
dadli et al., 2010). Leach and Duffy (2009) suggest that
teaching pupils with ASD requires specific approaches that
mainstream teachers may not be familiar with. Thus, training
in the area might remedy this.

There are other perceived needs for successful inclu-
sion. Both new and experienced teachers indicate that their
greatest concern regarding inclusive education is inadequate
resources and lack of staff (Forlin & Chambers, 2011; Round
et al., 2016). As every child with ASD has unique needs,
lack of resources is often cited by teachers to explain their
reservations about inclusion of these learners (Busby et al.,
2012; Ruel et al., 2015). Assessing the attitudes of educators
and the factors influencing these will allow for the specific
needs identified to be addressed and improve attitudes, thus
enhancing inclusive education.

Review Purpose

Inclusion of students with SEN in mainstream education is
recognised as a human right (Ruijs & Peetsma, 2009) and is
thought to have benefits for all students (UNESCO, 2009). It
has been found that positive attitudes of educators facilitate
successful inclusion (Roberts et al., 2008), and importantly,
that these attitudes seem to be dependent on disability type,
with those with behavioural, social and emotional difficulties
usually being least accepted (Khochen & Radford, 2012).
ASD proves particularly difficult for inclusion because each
student has unique abilities and deficits in these domains
(Anglim et al., 2018). To date, systematic reviews have
focused on SEN in general, rather than on attitudes towards
specific SEN cohorts. Therefore, results may be overgeneral-
ized. Aggregating data on educators’ attitudes towards ASD

inclusion specifically could greatly assist in understanding
the implementation of inclusive educational practices for
children with ASD. The aim of the current review was to
aggregate data on the attitudes of educators towards the
inclusion of students with ASD in mainstream educational
settings and to examine the factors which influence these
attitudes. A review of this nature can help to draw attention
to the importance of seeking out nuanced attitudes of edu-
cators towards the inclusion of different subsets of SEN to
gain a deeper understanding of inclusive education practices.

Method
Search Strategy

A systematic search of the literature was conducted across
seven databases: PsycINFO, CINAHL Complete, British
Education Index, Education Research Complete, UK and
Ireland Reference Centre, PsycArticles and Web of Sci-
ence. The searches were conducted on the 5th of March
2021 (Web of Science search run and added 19th of March,
2021). The key search terms were as follows: ((Inclu* OR
integrat* OR ‘inclusive education’) AND (Attitude* OR
opinion* OR perspective* OR perception*) AND (Educa-
tion OR mainstream OR school*) AND (ASD or autism
spectrum disorder OR autism spectrum OR autism OR
autistic OR Asperger®)).

Eligibility Criteria

To design the inclusion criteria for this review, the
PICOSS (participants, intervention, comparison, out-
comes, study design and setting) was used. It has been
adopted by Cochrane and other systematic review organi-
sations (Schardt et al., 2007). The inclusion criteria have
been summarised in Table 1. Studies were included in
the final analysis if they (1) investigated educator atti-
tudes regarding the educational inclusion of school aged

Table 1 PICOSS table Review question

Participants
Interventions
Comparisons
Outcomes

Study Design
Setting

What are educators’ opinions on the inclusion of students with ASD in
mainstream education? What factors impact their views?

Educators over the age of 18 currently working
No intervention required
No comparison required

Attitudes towards the inclusion of students with ASD in mainstream
schooling. No specific measure of attitudes was required.

Study must include quantitative data

Attitudes must refer to inclusion in educational mainstream settings only
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children and adolescents diagnosed with ASD and (2)
the participants were current educators. Studies were not
included if (1) they were a review of previous studies, (2)
they referred to students in settings other than primary or
secondary education (e.g. preschool or third level educa-
tion), (3) participants were not educators or were not cur-
rently working (including retired educators or pre-service
educators), (4) attitudes were not clearly stated, (5) quali-
tative only studies and (6) any studies that only focused
on attitudes towards inclusion of students with SEN but
which did not allow for extraction of attitudes towards stu-
dents with ASD specifically. The majority of the included
studies refer to ‘autism’ or ‘Autism Spectrum Disorder’
but one study refers to ‘Asperger’s Syndrome’ (Agyapong
et al., 2010). In 2013, Asperger’s syndrome became recog-
nised under the umbrella of ‘Autism Spectrum Disorders’
under the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders, Fifth Edition (American Psychiatric Associa-
tion, 2013).

Details of Methods

In order to minimise bias, the review was conducted with
a team of two reviewers and a supervisor. Results from
each database were exported to ‘Zotero’ reference man-
ager (Corporation for Digital Scholarship, 2021), where
duplicates were removed before uploading to Covidence
(Veritas Health Innovation, 2021). Covidence, a web-
based software, was used throughout the remainder of
the review. Each reviewer had access and independently
screened the title and abstracts of the retrieved studies.
The two reviewers then met to discuss the conflicts which
arose during title and abstract screening and a consensus
was reached. At the full-text screening phase, if the full
text of a study was not available, the author was contacted
and asked to provide it. The reviewers again independently
screened the texts at this stage and met to discuss conflicts.
The first reviewer conducted data extraction on all papers
and the second reviewer conducted data extraction on 30%
of the included studies. There was full agreement between
the reviewers on the data extraction. Quality assessment
was conducted by both reviewers and they again met to
reach a consensus on the scores for each study.

Data Extraction

The first reviewer extracted data into a pre-prepared excel
sheet for the papers chosen at full-text screening. The com-
ponents extracted from each study were as follows: (1)
name of study; (2) authors; (3) year of publication; (4)
brief note on the study design; (5) sample size; (6) partici-
pant details (gender, mean age, occupation); (7) measures,
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means and standard deviations of outcome measures; (8)
factors mentioned which influence educator attitudes.

Quality Assessment

The quality of the studies included in the review was
assessed using the Quantitative Quality Appraisal Tool
(adapted from Dunne et al., 2017 and Jefferies et al., 2012).
The Quantitative Quality Appraisal tool asks 12 questions
of the paper being assessed, with four possible answers: yes
(score of 2 points), partial (score of 1 point), no (score of 0)
and do not know (score of 0). Studies scoring 17-24 were
considered good quality, 9-16 acceptable quality and 0-8
low quality. A summary of the quality appraisal ratings is
included in the table of study characteristics (Table 2).

Synthesis of Results

A narrative synthesis was chosen to analyse the data, due to
the heterogeneity of the measures. This type of synthesis is
useful for explaining the ‘why’ behind phenomena. The data
extracted from the studies was organised into themes. These
themes are discussed later in the ‘Results’ section.

Results

Following database searches, 3954 articles were identified
for possible inclusion, as outlined in Fig. 1. Of these, 1196
articles were duplicates and were subsequently excluded.
Upon initial screening of the abstracts of the remaining 2758
articles, it was determined that 2601 did not meet inclusion/
exclusion criteria and 157 articles did. Following full-text
review, of the 157 articles, 13 fulfilled the necessary inclu-
sion/exclusion criteria and were included in the review. Sum-
mary characteristics of these studies are provided in Table 2.

Study Characteristics

A total of 3247 educators participated across the 13 identi-
fied studies. The sample sizes ranged from 72 to 863 and
included general education (both primary and post primary),
special education and physical education teachers, principals
and instructors. Five studies did not present data on gender
(Agyapong et al., 2010; Horrocks et al., 2008; McGregor &
Campbell, 2001; Salceanu, 2020; Su et al., 2020), but of the
remaining studies, 1756 participants were female, and 326
were male. Two studies reported mean ages of 46 and 38.8
(Beamer & Yun, 2014; Segall & Campbell, 2014). Six stud-
ies reported their ages in categories, all participants were
adults, with the youngest category being reported as 20-30’
and the oldest being ‘50 +° (Abu-Hamour & Muhaidat,



481

Review Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders (2023) 10:477-491

jels weans
-urew paoudLIadxaur 91 ¢ ‘Jels
wreansurew paouaLadxa 9,07 ‘Jels
isireroads 9, —o313esIp/o0I3esip
A[3uong "Jjeis Weansurew pAouaLl
-adxour Jo 9,/ 7 ‘PeIs weansurew
pasuaradxa Jo %/ 4 ‘eIs Isieroads
JO 9/ —0o213e/a013e A[Suong

:91qIssod a1oym uoneigaur [ng
(€¥'=as) §Jomo oT’¢ Jjo

uedJA oanIsod A[ejeIopout ‘[[eIAQ
opmme

aAneSau %46 -opmme aanisod %401
(cs=as)
G ¢—oouarIadxa INOYIIA
"(9§"=as) § Jo o §S'¢ Jo apmne

UBOW—o0URLIAdXd [)Im 9SOy,
apmme aAneSau 9,() "opmne

JeIopow % ¢ T “opmme aanisod 9,/
SSe[0 IOy} UT (JSV UM SIuop
-n)s 1doooe 0) ul[[Im d19M %] 9G
*[00YDs ATRpUOIS WEINISUTe
uey) Joyjer Surures} [eUOTEI0A
/[eOTUYd3) U 19329 9q p[nom SV

s SHUpMIS 1ey) 1Y3noy % .°69
pa2I3e %8/ ¢ " WOO0ISSE[D Je[n3aI &
ur J0OYS PUSye 0) Uey) IoYJel SSe[d
Teroads e ur paderd 2q Jo jooyds
[eroads & puene 0} SV YA piyo
® 1OJ 10)39q SI J1 JBY} 9AQI[eq ,

JUSWIL)S ) YIIM ITeSIP %6 61

(LL'9*ES9TD %S6)
£ JO INO G99 JO AI0S IpNINIE UBIA!
SWOOISSB[O WRANS
-urew ur Jy3ne)j 2q prnoys s1a3
-1odsy yIm syuopnis 18yl 39 %1 1L
poaigesip
(61 =U) %[0T "TO0YOs weansurew
Ur 20URYD B 9ABY P[NOYS (JSV YIm
SIuApMIS Jey) paoIde (gL =u) %¢ 6L

Apm3s 10J pajear)

SIOYOBQ], I0J 9[EdS opMmINy Wsnny

arreuuonsang) uorsnpouy jo joedwy
aIreu

-uonsang) aAnoadsiod s, [edourig

sIoyoeq], 10§ 9[EdS SpMINY wsnny

Apms 10} pajear)

Kpmys 10§ pajear)

SINIIqesIp
YIm sjuapms Suryoea) spIemoy
SUOTIUQIUI PUE SJOI[Aq SIOYOL],

Apnis 10} pajear)

Apnis 10} pajear)

Jyels sweansurew 2 Isieroadg
SI9UOE9) [00YDs TRl

SI9UOB?) Jooyds ATewrig

sredrourig

SI9YOBQ) [00YOS ATewLld

S[ooyds [eIn)
-[nonnw pue SurureI) [EUOTIEI0A
‘[eroads ‘weONSUTEW SIAYOLAT,

SI03oNI)SUT
29 UONEONPA [e10ads ‘[eIoUdD)

SIYOLQ) UONEINPA [BIISAYJ

SIoUO®9) [00YOs ATewuLid

SI9YOBQ) uoneonpa [eroadg

puepods 100z ‘Teqdwre) 29 1052100

BUID 0T0T “Te 1 ']
pue[al] 0T0T ‘AW % preuoay
vsn 800T “I® 19 SYPOLIOH
BIRNSNY 6102 “'Te 12 pe1ren
202010 G10T T 10 sowlIsse)
pue[ad] 6102 “Te 12 uossutolg
vsn P10T “Unk 2 Joweaq
puelaI[ 0107 ‘e 32 SuodeA3y

uepIof £10T FePIRYNIN % MOWEH-Nqy

sguIpurg

SOpMIINE JO INSEIIN

uonednooQ

Anuno) 0URIJOY

SOIPN}S POPN[OUT JO SONSLINJOBIRYD) ¢ d|geL

pringer

a's



482 Review Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders (2023) 10:477-491
¥ 2z $
é _— Q ‘S\: - a . R 2 § g Records identified through
S858 0 5 w5 E 85 § g o = database searching (n=3954)
g 5\5 :% § % ZE b § 8 s E gé L.L:J PsycINFO (n=1730), CINAHL Complete (n=409), British
g o : % b A go % = ¢=) 8 = %D =] Education Index (n=168), Educational Research Complete
E \,2 o 8 % K= Q g E § ‘6‘0 8 > g (n=842), UK and Ireland Reference Centre (n=18),
o g § < 'g = 8 g Q = .2 E g) 15 PsychArticles (n=27), Web of Science (n=760)
228y c-gs §22°8
83385 [T Eg 22gy @
SEZS® 1E8 ez 20
ZEND 235 w8 g =9
- B § Z qé = § § 2 £ ‘§ T N Records after duplicates
= . o = == =
£ § GO)D§ g & = %' 8 g 9) &0 § 80 rerlﬁzo;/Seg Records excluded
2|28tz 2Ec EE<8 ¥ = acill (n=2601)
T | O = — (3} ‘
= ()
e
| & wn Records screened Full-text articles
:'—4!; § "8 '8 (N=2758) excluded, with reasons
5| 9 o s (n=142)
ol < &) &}
‘ - Not focused on ASD (n=34)
:c_é , , P - - Not about inclusion (n=33)
S > £ = Full text articles assessed - Attitudes not clearly stated
Q= Q g ] Q for eligibility | (-29)
2 C(Z 5 = g g‘o (n=157) - Not about educators' views
=2 5] 3 L on inclusion (n=19)
z o 8 g ; - Review (n=14)
» S5 2 =9 g - Wrong popualtion (n=12)
5} L > g =50
= 5 o 5 £ £ g = No access to full text (n=4)
= = .= w = . : e
E 6 I : —g ] % srudiesirelided i (ﬂl\ic;t)an educational setting
L‘f Gy Qs- § 3 033 E =) systematic review - Preschool/third level (n=1)
o 2 £ 8 k= 2 = 1S4 E (n=13) - Qualitative design (n=2)
L S » '3 Q L E'R ==
:l2ss 0§ 2:2
5152 ¢ g 228
== A < ) ' ) ) )
Fig.1 PRISMA diagram for studies considered for the systematic
g g Y
review
=
g )
(5] = . .
& 2 2013; Bjornsson et al., 2019; Cassimos et al., 2015; Garrad
Q
el
g " 8 et al., 2019; Lu et al., 2020; Salceau, 2020). The other stud-
St . . . . . .
% 2 g ies did not report ages of their participants. Study locations
Q = . .
2 8 § varied from the USA (rn=3) to Ireland (n=2), Romania
a =
2|22 ";% B (n=1), Jordan (n=1), Iceland (n=1), Greece (n=1), Aus-
< = . . .
= % § = g tralia (n=1), China (n=2) and Scotland (n=1). All studies
Q * O 17 =] . .
Q @ R=) o - .
S| = 3 were cross-sectional in nature
28 S 5 .
Y = n Attitude Measures
s N
w2 = N
2 E E There was considerable diversity in the scales used to meas-
- | & S = ure the attitudes of participants, with six established scales
A= = = . . .
% | § g g in total and only one scale (the Autism Attitude Scale for
5] = = =
Ale =4 ¢ Teachers; Olley et al., 1981) used more than once. Other
o I studies used the Teacher’s Beliefs and Intentions towards
= < < . . . g,
§ £ b £ Teaching Students with Disabilities (Jeong & Block, 2011),
O = © Principal’s Perspective Questionnaire (Horrocks, 2005),
Impact of Inclusion Questionnaire (Hastings & Oakford,
), Inclusion of Children with Special Needs in Pub-
S lic Schools Questionnaire (Chitu et al., 2016) and Place-
N .
= o ment and Services Surve ega ampbell, . An
- tand S S Segall & C bell, 2007). A
Q © . . . .
= o < additional six studies created their own surveys rather than
= < o . . g .
g S § g using an existing measure (Abu-Hamour & Muhaidat, 2013;
S . Q . .
~ § El 2 : Agyapong et al., 2010; Bjornsson et al., 2014; Cassimos
(o] < —_— G
o g g = = etal., 2015; McGregor & Campbell, 2001; Su et al., 2020).
Sl | = 5y =
[ -7 I ©n n
@ Springer



Review Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders (2023) 10:477-491

483

These surveys addressed the opinions of educators about the
inclusion of students with ASD in mainstream education.

Attitudes of Educators: Educational Placement

Not surprisingly, given the heterogeneity of measures, the
attitudes of educators were presented in a number of differ-
ent ways. This made synthesis of results particularly dif-
ficult. Eight studies equated the opinions of their partici-
pants on the educational placement of students with ASD
as representing their attitudes towards the inclusion of these
students. However, the phrasing of the reported attitudes
showed considerable variation. Abu-Hamour and Muhaidat
(2013) asked participants if students with ASD should have
the right to attend mainstream. Agyapong and colleagues
(2010) asked if these students should be taught in main-
stream classrooms. Cassimos and colleagues (2015) inquired
whether their participants would accept these students in
their classroom. Segall and Campbell (2014) asked which
cohort of SEN is most appropriate for mainstream educa-
tion. Salceanu (2020) asked participants what they thought
the best solution was for the educational placement of these
students. Su and colleagues (2020) presented the opinions
of their participants on whether or not these students could
be taught in mainstream classrooms. The final two stud-
ies (Bjornsson et al., 2019; McGregor & Campbell, 2001)
showed some uniformity by asking participants where they
thought was most appropriate for these students to be taught.
These measures all purport to determine the attitudes of edu-
cators towards the inclusion of students with ASD in main-
stream so, therefore, they have been synthesised as such, but
there are subtle differences between them.

In four of the eight studies which equated attitudes
towards inclusion with beliefs about appropriate educa-
tional placement of autistic students, a large majority of
participants showed positive attitudes towards the inclu-
sion of students with ASD in mainstream education (Abu-
Hamour & Muhaidat, 2013, 79.3%; Agyapong et al., 2010,
71.1%; Segall & Campbell, 2001, 66.7%; Su et al., 2020,
60.9%). Two studies found only a moderately positive atti-
tude towards the inclusion of these students (Cassimos et al.,
2015, 56.1%, Salceanu, 2020, 56.7%). The final two studies
found their participants to have negative attitudes (Bjornsson
et al., 2019, 50.1%, McGregor & Campbell, 2001, 68.7%).

Attitudes of Educators: Attitude Scales

The alternative approach to measuring attitudes towards
inclusion was to use attitude scales and presenting the mean
results of these. Five studies followed this model. These atti-
tude scales represent a more affective measure of attitudes,
gauging beliefs about inclusion and the perceived impacts of

the inclusion of these students. Two of these studies found
their participants to have a significantly positive attitude
towards inclusion (Beamer & Yun, 2014, 6.65 out of 7,
Garrad et al., 2019, 4.11 out of 5). Two other studies found
moderately positive attitudes of their participants (Horrocks
et al., 2008, 3.76 out of 5; Lu et al., 2020. 3.20 out of 5). One
study found largely negative or neutral attitudes of educa-
tors towards the inclusion of students with ASD (Leonard
& Smyth, 2020; 54% with negative attitude, 36% neutral).
Therefore, most studies who measured using attitude scales
reported positive mean attitudes towards the inclusion of
students with ASD in mainstream education. The majority
of the included studies found positive attitudes of educa-
tors towards the inclusion of students with ASD in main-
stream education (c.f. Leonard & Smyth, 2020). There were
no consistent differences in attitudes across educator type,
country of publication or sample size. It is important to note,
however, that the measures of attitudes were heterogeneous,
making synthesis difficult and perhaps masking differences
across studies.

Factors Influencing Attitudes

There were a number of factors examined within the studies
which influenced the attitudes of participants. The common
themes that emerged were experience and training, personal
factors, perceived needs and student skills.

Experience and Training

The impact of experience on the attitudes of educators was
measured in seven of the 15 studies. Three studies found that
teaching experience did not influence attitudes (Garrad et al.,
2019; Leonard & Smyth, 2020; Segall & Campbell, 2014).
Three studies found that more experience led to more positive
attitudes towards integration into mainstream education (Abu-
Hamour & Muhaidat, 2013; Cassimos et al., 2015; McGregor
& Campbell, 2001). Another two studies found the opposite
that experience led to more negative attitudes (Horrocks et al.,
2008; Su et al., 2020). Therefore, considerable variation exists
surrounding whether or not experience has an impact on the
attitudes of educators’ and the direction of this impact.
Training in SEN and ASD was another factor which was
assessed for its relationship to inclusion attitudes. Partici-
pants in five studies stated that they lacked specific training
on ASD (Abu-Hamour & Muhaidat, 2013; Agyapong et al.,
2010; Bjornsson et al., 2019; McGregor & Campbell, 2001;
Salceanu, 2020). Two studies found training in SEN in gen-
eral or ASD in particular did not influence the inclusion
attitudes of their participants (Abu-Hamour & Muhaidat,
2013; Leonard & Smyth, 2020). Two studies found that the
inclusion of ASD was more likely to be supported by edu-
cators who had training in the area (Agyapong et al., 2010;
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Cassimos et al., 2015). Garrad and colleagues (2019) found
that there was a small positive relationship between atti-
tudes and ASD-specific training but that it did not predict
attitudes. Again, there was mixed evidence on the impact
of training on educators’ attitudes with two studies stating
there is no impact and three finding a positive relationship
between the two.

There was also variability in the types of educators
included in the studies. Five studies included ‘special needs
educators’. In these studies, special needs educators were clas-
sified as those who were working in specialised placements
with students with SEN. For example, Abu-Harmour and
Muhaidat (2013) included ‘special education teachers who
worked in special education centres that provided focused
teaching for low-functioning students’ (p.34). Three of these
studies found positive attitudes (Abu-Hamour & Muhaidat,
2013; Salceanu, 2020; Su et al., 2020) and the other two found
negative attitudes (Bjornsson et al., 2019; McGregor & Camp-
bell, 2001). McGregor and Campbell (2001) highlighted the
difference between special educators and mainstream educa-
tors with experience working with students with SEN and
those without. Forty-seven percent of specialist staff strongly
agreed or agreed that full integration should be aimed for
where possible, 47% of experienced mainstream staff agreed
but only 27% of inexperienced mainstream staff thought full
inclusion should happen where possible. Four percent of spe-
cialised staff strongly disagree or disagreed with full inte-
gration where possible, compared with 20% of experienced
mainstream staff and 31% of inexperienced mainstream staff.
Cassimos and colleagues (2015) also found that individuals
with previous training or experience of working with students
with ASD were more willing to include these learners in their
classroom (73.5% of those with training and 81.3% of those
with experience, compared to 46.2% and 46.3% of those with
no training or experience, respectively).

Personal Factors

Of the personal factors investigated, the most common was
the impact of self-efficacy on the attitude of educators which
was examined in three studies. Beamer and Yun (2014) and
Lu and colleagues (2020) found a significant, positive correla-
tion between self-efficacy and inclusion attitudes of their par-
ticipants (0.59 and 0.34, respectively). Segall and Campbell
(2014) found that self-efficacy was a predictor of placement
decisions. Beamer and Yun (2014) found very small correla-
tions between undergraduate training in adapted physical edu-
cation (0.05) and graduate training in adapted physical educa-
tion (0.06) and self-efficacy. However, Segall and Campbell
(2014) found a moderate correlation between self-efficacy and
training (0.5). Another personal factor which was examined
in the included studies was knowledge of ASD. Two studies
investigated the effect of knowledge on attitudes, with mixed
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findings. One study found a significant positive relationship
between knowledge and attitudes (Lu et al., 2020). However,
another found that knowledge of ASD did not predict place-
ment decisions (Segall & Campbell, 2014).

In addition to self-efficacy and knowledge, researchers
also examined the relationship between factors such as gen-
der, subject taught, subjective norms and type of educational
institution. The two studies which assessed gender found
no significant relationship with inclusion attitudes (Abu-
Hamour & Muhaidat, 2013; Leonard & Smyth, 2020). How-
ever, these studies did not have even spreads of gender, with
female participants far out-weighing males. Those from ages
20 to 30 were found to be more accepting of the inclusion
of students with ASD (Abu-Hamour & Muhaidat, 2013).
It was also found that educators who focused on teaching
academic subjects had significantly lower inclusion attitude
scores (Su et al., 2020). Subjective norms of teachers (i.e.,
taking into account what their colleagues think) were found
to be significant predictors of placement opinions (Segall
& Campbell, 2014). Segall and Campbell (2014) found that
the educators’ perception of the disruptive behaviours did
not influence their placement decisions. The influence of
the type of institution the educator currently works in was
found to have an influence on attitudes with educators in
private schools and centres being found to have more posi-
tive attitudes (Abu-Hamour & Muhaidat, 2013).

Perceived Needs

There were a number of perceived needs for successful
inclusion cited by participants in the included studies. Some
educators felt that they lacked the capability and understand-
ing to deal with these students’ needs (Cassimos et al., 2015;
Salceanu, 2020). McGregor and Campbell’s (2001) partici-
pants believed that integration was dependent on educators’
attitude while participants in Salceanu’s (2020) study felt
that differential assessment strategies and curriculum adap-
tation were necessary for inclusion. The need for closer col-
laboration between schools and psychiatric services was also
mentioned in one study (Agyapong et al., 2010). Beyond
these staff related factors, resources and funding were the
main needs cited in four studies (Agyapong et al., 2010,
77.3% of participants; Cassimos et al., 2015, 70.2%; Leon-
ard & Smyth, 2020, 66%; McGregor & Campbell, 2001).
Three of these four studies reported that participants felt
that they did not have the necessary resources and fund-
ing to accommodate a student with ASD (Agyapong et al.,
2010, 77.3% of participants; Cassimos et al., 2015, 70.2%;
Leonard & Smyth, 2020, 66%). Human resources featured
frequently with educational psychologists, speech and lan-
guage therapists, occupational therapists, special needs
assistants (Agyapong et al., 2010), human resources (Leon-
ard & Smyth, 2020) and adequate auxiliary help (McGregor
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& Campbell, 2001) considered to be required for inclusion.
Leonard and Smyth (2020) also mentioned the need for
classroom materials. All studies examining resources asked
questions in different ways, making a clearer synthesis of
the findings difficult.

Student Skills

Two studies reported on participant opinions of student skills
which impact on successful inclusion in mainstream school.
Abu-Harmour and Muhaidat (2013) reported participants’
perception that for inclusion to be successful, students with
ASD needed to have certain skills. Cassimos and colleagues
(2015), by contrast, reported on their participants’ views
of student related factors that were barriers to inclusion.
Cross over between the perceived barriers and facilitators
between these two studies was in the area of communication
and social skills. The specific skills noted by participants in
Abu-Harmour and Muhaidat (2013) were ranked in order of
importance as independence, imitation, behavioural, play,
social, routine, language, pre-academic and academic. Their
participants reported these as being necessary in order for
students to navigate the social environment, communicate
their needs, understand communication from other people
and acquire strategies to help them learn with and through
their peers. Cassimos and colleagues’ (2015) barriers were
once again listed in order of perceived importance and com-
prised introvertedness, communication problems, obsessive,
stereotypical and self-stimulatory behaviour and incom-
prehensible language of these students. These participants
also voiced that vocational training was a better option for
learners with ASD (69.7%). It is important to note that these
were participant opinions and not evidence-based however,
and additional three of the included studies (Horrocks et al.,
2008; McGregor & Campbell, 2001; Segall & Campbell,
2014) investigated how the abilities of students with ASD
impacted the educator’s attitude about their placement. Hor-
rocks and colleagues (2008) measured the placement deci-
sions of principals based on the description of five different
pupils. All of the pupils described presented with a diagnosis
of ASD. They found that those students who were described
as having good academic performance were more often rec-
ommended to have high levels of inclusion by the principals.
The participants were also found to be less likely to recom-
mend high levels of inclusion in the students who showed
social detachment. Segall and Campbell (2014) provided
their participants with descriptions of a student, Robby.
There were six variations of Robby provided—moderate
intellectual disability with no label, with label of autism,
and with just label of an intellectual disability and average
cognitive ability with no label, with label of autism, and
with label of Asperger’s syndrome. The study found that the
cognitive ability of Robby affected the teachers’ opinions

regarding his placement. Participants reported that their
own classroom was a less appropriate placement for stu-
dents with a label of autism versus no label. However, the
label of Asperger’s syndrome did not affect placement deci-
sions when compared to the label of autism or no label at
all. McGregor and Campbell (2001) asked participants what
factors influence successful inclusion. Eighteen percent of
specialist staff, 20% of experienced mainstream staff and
16% of inexperienced mainstream staff agreed or strongly
agreed that successful inclusion depended on the academic
ability of the student. A larger majority of the participants
strongly agreed that the student’s degree of autism was a fac-
tor influencing successful inclusion. Participants were also
asked if ‘able’ children were better educated in mainstream
school. The responses were close on this item with 39% of
specialist staff, 34% of experienced mainstream staff and
21% of inexperienced mainstream staff agreeing or strongly
agreeing. It would appear that the cognitive abilities of the
student impacts educators’ attitudes regarding their educa-
tional placement.

Potential Bias

All included studies were considered to be of good or
acceptable quality according to the quality appraisal tools
employed. The key areas in which the studies were down-
graded were lack of control groups and not describing their
non-responders. However, the use of a control group in stud-
ies such as this may not have been appropriate to answer
the research questions. The overall risk of bias across the
studies was considered to be low. All studies clearly stated
their aims and objectives and adhered to them. There was
no evidence of selective reporting and sampling bias across
the studies.

Discussion

While previous systematic reviews have explored the litera-
ture on educator attitudes towards the inclusion of students
with SEN in mainstream education, no known published
reviews have examined the inclusion of a specific cohort of
students with SEN, those with a diagnosis of ASD. Given
the diverse profiles of students with SEN, examining atti-
tudes towards inclusion of students with SEN as a whole
group may result in over generalisation and omitting specific
attitudinal trends with regard to the inclusion of students
with ASD. The aim of the current review was therefore to
conduct the first systematic review to aggregate data on the
attitudes of educators towards the inclusion of students with
ASD in mainstream education and the factors which influ-
ence these. A search of the literature yielded 13 eligible
studies with a total of 3247 participants. These included
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participants in a number of different education roles and
settings. Furthermore, these studies reported huge diversity
in the attitudinal measures employed, making a narrative
synthesis of the data the most appropriate approach.
Overall, the majority of the included studies reported that
educators were in favour of the inclusion of students with
ASD. It is interesting to note that attitudes towards inclusion
did not vary across educator types. Hernandez et al. (2016),
when examining attitudes towards general SEN inclusion,
rather than ASD specifically, found that special education
teachers had significantly more positive inclusion attitudes
than their general education counterparts. They also found
teacher type was a predictor of inclusion attitudes. From the
findings of McGregor and Campbell (2001), it appears that
attitudes towards the inclusion of students with ASD differ
depending on the extent of experience with this group of
learners. Cassimos and colleagues (2015) similarly reported
that previous experience with students with ASD made edu-
cators more willing to accept them in their classroom. Per-
haps giving experience and training in working with indi-
viduals with ASD to mainstream educators will make them
more willing to accept these learners in their classroom.

Heterogeneity of Measures

Caution should be taken when considering these findings
given that there was a considerable amount of heterogene-
ity of measures used in the included studies, which made
synthesis difficult. Many studies created their own scales and
presented their findings in different manners, making com-
parison challenging. It was not only the variety of measures
which made synthesis difficult, but also the way in which
attitudes were measured. As previously mentioned, attitudes
were gauged using either affective measures or binary (yes/
no) questions regarding where these students should be
taught. Previous reviews which aimed to synthesise data on
the attitudes of educators towards students with SEN also
had similar issues. Lautenbach and Heyder’s (2019) system-
atic review for example saw a number of distinct measures
used, the majority of which were self-constructed. Attitudes
towards individuals with SEN, including ASD, are multi-
faceted and include the domains of cognition, affect and
behaviour (Nowicki & Sandieson, 2002). Therefore, com-
paring data from measures which may not be assessing the
same domain may be futile. Antonak and Larrivee (1995)
advised that the use of existing scales which are refined,
revised and updated as necessary is preferable to creating
new measures. Particular attention should be paid to choos-
ing if attitudes are best estimated using affective measures
or using binary placement questions. By reaching a con-
sensus on which attitude scales to use in future research of
this nature, more valuable information will be obtained.
However, as this is the first review of its type, it would not
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be expected that an agreed upon measure would be used
throughout studies.

Factors Influencing Attitudes

The findings of predominantly positive attitudes towards the
inclusion of students with ASD is despite known educa-
tional challenges for this cohort. Students with ASD are the
most likely cohort of learners to be excluded from school
(Barnard, 2000; Department for Education & Skills, 2006;
National Autisitic Society, 2003). It has been found that stu-
dents with ASD present significant instructional challenges
for educators (Anglim et al., 2018; Klassen et al., 2011; Rod-
den et al., 2019; Ruble et al., 2013) and are often viewed as
difficult to include (House of Commons Education & Skills
Committee, 2006). Therefore, exploring the factors influenc-
ing these attitudes is important. Training in ASD and SEN
and educator experience were the factors most assessed in
the included studies. The results of the current synthesis
found mixed evidence on the impact of training and experi-
ence on the attitudes of educators towards the inclusion of
students with ASD. Mainstream teachers often report a lack
of specific ASD training as a reason for their apprehension
to include these pupils (Busby et al., 2012).

Training did not clearly relate to more positive educa-
tor attitudes; however, self-efficacy of educators was found
to have a positive relationship with inclusion attitudes, in
the three studies where it was assessed. According to Ban-
dura’s (1997) social cognitive theory, educator efficacy is
concerned with educators’ appraisals of their capabilities
to influence student outcomes (Wheatley, 2002). If educa-
tors believe that they are able to teach students with ASD
and produce positive outcomes, they will be more willing
to include them. Previously, increased self-efficacy has been
linked with training (Benoit, 2013). However, two of the
included studies which examined self-efficacy found mixed
results on the correlations between training and self-efficacy.
Interestingly, while a large majority of participants in Segall
and Campbell’s (2014) study were confident in their ability
to teach students with ASD (87%), only about one-third of
them had ASD-specific training. Further research is needed
to assess the impact of training on self-efficacy as self-effi-
cacy can appear to have an impact on educators’ inclusion
attitudes.

Resources and funding were the most cited need within
the included studies, with many participants reporting that
they did not feel that they had the necessary resources
to include a student with ASD. Perception of available
resources has a major influence on teachers’ attitudes
towards inclusive education (Avramidis & Norwich, 2002).
Inclusive education would not be possible without resources
(Goldan & Schwab, 2020). However, high quality resources
do not lead to high quality inclusive education (Loreman,
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2014). The provision of resources, however, may improve
the educators’ inclusion attitudes and, therefore, improve the
inclusive education experience. In keeping with the current
findings, research on general SEN resource needs found that
personnel needs were the most commonly cited (Chiner &
Cardona, 2013). The current findings suggest that educators
do not feel that the inclusion of students with ASD requires
distinct resources from general SEN inclusion and, therefore,
these supports should be straightforward to deliver.

Perceived student skills necessary for success in main-
stream settings were also highlighted by participants in some
studies. While some involved academic abilities, many did
not and showed a tendency for educators to express the
belief that social and behavioural skills are most important
for inclusion. It is interesting that many of the symptoms
inherent in this cohort were reported as constraining for
inclusion, for example, communication problems. Does this
suggest that only students with low levels of stereotypical
ASD symptoms are believed to be successful in mainstream
education? Many of the studies did not assess participants’
attitudes towards students with ASD of differing abilities.
Future research is needed to collect this type of evidence
which would further enrich knowledge found in the current
review.

There were a number of challenges and benefits to the
inclusion of students with ASD in mainstream educa-
tion both for the students themselves and for their peers.
For example, the educators felt that mainstream education
taught students with ASD life skills and prepared them for
the future but that they may be bullied. For peers of students
with ASD, the educators felt that inclusion taught them tol-
erance and understanding but that there may be a disruption
in the class due to the student with ASD requiring extra
assistance. By knowing the perceived benefits and chal-
lenges to inclusion of students with ASD from the perspec-
tive of the educator, a more in-depth understanding of what
may be contributing to educators’ attitudes has been gained.

Implications of the Findings

The findings of this review provide an insight into the atti-
tudes of educators towards the inclusion of students with
ASD, for the first time. Research has been conducted to
show educators’ attitudes towards general SEN inclusion,
which encompasses many disabilities. Focusing on one
cohort of the SEN population can provide more nuanced
details. It has been found that educator attitudes towards
inclusive education affect its successful implementation
in mainstream classrooms (Ewing et al., 2018). Therefore,
separating SEN cohorts and examining the attitudes of edu-
cators towards each one individually, a clearer understand-
ing can be obtained and used to improve inclusive educa-
tion. Some suggestions for improving educator attitudes

and acceptance of the inclusion of students with ASD can
also be found, for example, in targeting resourcing or edu-
cator perceptions of resourcing as well as targeting educa-
tor self-efficacy.

Limitations

The current review had a number of limitations, as with
any study. A narrative synthesis was used in this review.
This type of synthesis allows for interpretation and critique
of the data and gives a deeper understanding (Greenhalgh
et al., 2018). Often, meta-analyses are considered the gold
standard for avoiding bias while synthesising data (Crombie
& Davies, 2009). They allow for the quantification of beliefs
about effects of variables using evidence from quantitative
research (Jones et al., 2003). However, the data collected
in this review did not lend itself to a meta-analysis. There
were also a number of limitations to the included studies.
As previously mentioned, many of the studies created their
own measures of attitudes, many of which were not assessed
for reliability or validity. While some of the sample sizes of
the included studies were large (up to 863), others had small
sample sizes and, therefore, the generalisability of their find-
ings are limited.

Future Recommendations

Consensus on and standardisation of a measure to assess
educator attitudes towards inclusion of students with
ASD would make synthesis and comparison of results
less complicated. It may encourage the replication of
studies, thereby improving the reliability of findings.
It is vital that more research be conducted on the reli-
ability and validity of measures. Once the most effective
measure has been identified, researchers must adopt this
in future studies. By doing this, we can strengthen atti-
tudinal research in this area. These measures can also
then be adapted to other groups of learners with SEN
to be able to assess attitudes towards their inclusion.
However, in order to find the most effective measure,
clarity must be sought regarding what is being meas-
ured. Further research is also needed to clearly define
the relationship between inclusion attitudes and training
and experience. It is also hoped that from this pioneer-
ing review, more research will be aggregated on dif-
ferent SEN cohorts (e.g. ADHD) so that a more com-
prehensive understanding of the inclusion attitudes of
educators and how these can be improved can be gath-
ered to create a more prosperous inclusive education
environment. There were mixed findings regarding the
impact of training and experience on the attitudes of
educators towards the inclusion of students with ASD
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in mainstream education suggesting that more in depth
research on this is needed. Regardless of these conflict-
ing reports, it does appear that pre-service teachers may
benefit from specialised placements and specific train-
ing. This would certainly fulfil a training need and may
impact on attitudes towards inclusion. Beyond training,
self-efficacy is also positively associated with inclusion
attitudes (Beamer & Yun, 2014; Lu et al., 2020; Segall
& Campbell, 2014). Further investigation into the rela-
tionship between training, placement experiences in
pre-service training and years of experience on self-
efficacy is needed to better understand their impact on
attitudes and, therefore, on practice. Perhaps increas-
ing the general public’s knowledge and experience
with individuals with ASD would positively impact
their attitudes towards these individuals, making the
community a more inclusive place. Further research on
the impact of knowledge and experience in the general
public should be conducted.

Conclusion

The current review presents a unique insight into the
attitudes of educators towards the inclusion of students
with ASD in mainstream education. Aggregations of
data on distinct SEN cohorts have not been conducted
to date. The current review found that the majority of the
included studies presented positive attitudes of educators
towards the inclusion of these students. However, due to
the diversity of approaches to measure attitudes, these
results may not accurately represent educators’ attitudes.
The factors which influenced these were also unclear.
Self-efficacy was found to have a positive relationship
with inclusion attitudes in these studies but evidence
on the influence of training and experience on attitudes
was mixed. From a facilitatory perspective, participants
reported that resources and specific student skills were
required for successful inclusion. The review also gave
an insight into the perceived benefits and challenges of
the inclusion of students with ASD from the perspective
of educators. It is hoped that this review will inspire oth-
ers like it so that more nuanced data can be established
to give an in-depth understanding of educators’ inclu-
sion attitudes as they are vitally important for successful
inclusion.
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