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Introduction: Defining Attitudes Toward Mainstreaming

The concept of mainstreaming, often discussed synonymously with inclusion in contemporary

educational psychology and policy, refers to the practice of integrating students with special

educational needs (SEN) into general education classrooms for specified periods, based on their

ability to keep pace with the curriculum or benefit socially from the placement. Attitudes toward this

practice form a critical area of psychological inquiry, as the success of any inclusive or

mainstreaming initiative hinges significantly upon the beliefs, feelings, and behavioral intentions of

key stakeholders, including educators, peers, parents, and administrators. A positive attitude is

often posited as a necessary precondition for effective implementation, leading to better academic

and social outcomes for students with disabilities. Conversely, negative or ambivalent attitudes can

create systemic barriers, leading to resistance, insufficient resource allocation, and suboptimal

learning environments. Understanding these attitudes requires a complex examination of cognitive,

affective, and behavioral components, acknowledging that attitudes are often deeply rooted in

personal experience, professional training, and societal views regarding disability.

Attitudes are generally conceptualized within social psychology as relatively stable evaluative

judgments--positive, negative, or mixed--about a person, object, or issue. In the context of

mainstreaming, these attitudes are directed toward the philosophy of inclusion itself, the practical

demands of the integrated classroom, and the students with disabilities who are placed within

them. These evaluations are not monolithic; they vary widely based on the specific type and

severity of the disability, the age of the student being integrated, and the specific resources

available within the school environment. For instance, teachers may hold positive attitudes toward

integrating students with mild learning disabilities but express significant apprehension and

negative attitudes regarding students with severe behavioral or cognitive challenges, especially if

they perceive a lack of adequate support staff. Therefore, research meticulously dissects the

multidimensional nature of these attitudes, recognizing that a generalized acceptance of the

principle of inclusion does not automatically translate into positive attitudes toward its practical

implementation.

The foundational psychological premise underlying the study of these attitudes is the relationship

between attitude and behavior. While this link is complex and subject to various moderating

variables, a strong body of evidence suggests that the behavioral intent to facilitate mainstreaming

(e.g., modifying curriculum, providing individualized support) is predicted by the affective and

cognitive components of the attitude held by the professional. Consequently, efforts to improve the

effectiveness of inclusive education frequently focus on interventions designed specifically to

modify negative attitudes. This requires moving beyond mere philosophical acceptance and

addressing practical concerns related to workload, professional competence, and classroom

management. The global shift toward inclusive education, driven by legislative mandates such as

the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in the United States, places immense
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pressure on educational systems to foster environments where positive attitudes prevail,

recognizing that inclusion is not merely a physical placement but a psychological and social state

of acceptance and belonging.

Historical Context and Legislative Drivers

Attitudes toward mainstreaming have evolved dramatically, tracing the shifts in legislative policy

and societal understanding of disability. Historically, segregation was the norm, justified by the

belief that separate environments provided the specialized care necessary for students with

disabilities, minimizing disruption to the general education setting. This institutionalized segregation

fostered attitudes of difference and often reinforced the perception that students with disabilities

were fundamentally incapable of participating fully in normative educational and social life. The

shift began earnestly in the mid-20th century, propelled by civil rights movements and landmark

legal challenges that questioned the legitimacy of separate but unequal educational settings. The

pivotal moment arrived with the passage of the Education for All Handicapped Children Act (P.L.

94-142) in 1975, later reauthorized as IDEA, which mandated the provision of a Free Appropriate

Public Education (FAPE) in the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE).

The LRE mandate served as the primary legislative driver for mainstreaming, fundamentally

challenging existing negative attitudes. The LRE principle requires that students with disabilities be

educated alongside their non-disabled peers to the maximum extent appropriate, necessitating a

significant philosophical and practical shift for educators who were previously trained in segregated

settings. Initially, attitudes among general education teachers were often characterized by

resistance, fear, and a sense of inadequacy. These attitudes stemmed from a lack of specific

training in special education pedagogy, concerns about increased workload, and the perceived

lowering of academic standards for the entire class. The policy introduced a dissonance between

the legal requirement for inclusion and the professional readiness and psychological comfort of the

practitioners tasked with implementing it. This period highlighted the gap between policy intent and

practical attitudinal reality.

As the decades progressed and mainstreaming evolved into the broader concept of full inclusion,

attitudes have gradually softened, though significant variability persists. Continuous legislative

refinement, coupled with increased professional development opportunities, has helped normalize

the presence of diverse learners in the general classroom. However, contemporary attitudes

remain highly sensitive to resource allocation. Studies consistently show that positive attitudes

correlate strongly with the perception of adequate support--specifically, the availability of trained

paraprofessionals, reduced class sizes, and collaborative planning time with special education

specialists. Where resources are perceived as scarce, attitudes revert quickly toward apprehension

and negativity, demonstrating that while philosophical acceptance is growing, the practical

demands of inclusion heavily moderate attitudinal acceptance.
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Theoretical Frameworks for Attitude Formation

Several theoretical frameworks from social psychology are utilized to understand and predict

attitudes toward mainstreaming. One of the most influential is the **Contact Hypothesis**,

developed by Gordon Allport. This hypothesis posits that under certain conditions, direct contact

between groups can reduce prejudice and improve intergroup relations. Applied to mainstreaming,

the hypothesis suggests that regular, structured, and positive interactions between students with

and without disabilities, particularly when they share common goals and have equal status, should

lead to more favorable attitudes among non-disabled peers and general education staff. Research

largely supports this, indicating that experience teaching or interacting with students with

disabilities is a powerful predictor of positive attitudes among educators and peers. However, the

contact must be meaningful; superficial or negative contact can actually reinforce existing

stereotypes and worsen attitudes.

Another crucial framework is the **Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB)**, which posits that

behavioral intentions are the most immediate predictor of actual behavior. According to TPB,

attitudes toward mainstreaming are influenced by three core components: (1) the individual's

attitude toward the behavior (e.g., "I believe modifying lessons for inclusion is beneficial"); (2)

subjective norms (e.g., "My colleagues and administration expect me to be inclusive"); and (3)

perceived behavioral control (e.g., "I feel competent and have the resources to successfully

manage an inclusive classroom"). For general education teachers, perceived behavioral control--

specifically, their sense of **self-efficacy** regarding teaching students with SEN--is often the

weakest link. If a teacher feels ill-equipped or unsupported, even strong positive attitudes and

subjective norms promoting inclusion may fail to translate into effective inclusive practices.

Furthermore, the **Social Role Theory** provides insight into how societal expectations shape

attitudes. Traditionally, the role of the person with a disability was one of dependency and

separation. Mainstreaming challenges this deeply ingrained social role, requiring the redefinition of

roles for both the student with disabilities (now an active, integrated learner) and the general

education teacher (now a specialized facilitator of diverse learning). Negative attitudes can thus be

viewed as resistance to this role change and the ambiguity it introduces. Successful attitude

change, therefore, requires not only providing skills training but also fostering a psychological

environment where the new role definitions are clearly articulated, valued, and supported by the

school culture, transforming the perception of disability from a deficit model to a diversity model.

Attitudes of Educational Professionals

General education teachers represent the most crucial stakeholder group regarding

mainstreaming, as they are responsible for its daily execution. Their attitudes are complex and

highly contingent. While most teachers express ideological support for the concept of inclusion,
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practical concerns often override this philosophical acceptance, leading to ambivalence or outright

negative attitudes toward specific implementation demands. Primary concerns revolve around

classroom management, the perceived dilution of instructional time for non-disabled students, and,

most significantly, the lack of adequate training. Teachers often report feeling unprepared to

handle the diverse instructional and behavioral needs presented by students with significant

disabilities, leading to high levels of stress and burnout, which directly correlate with negative

attitudinal outcomes.

Special education teachers, while generally holding overwhelmingly positive attitudes toward

mainstreaming, often experience frustration regarding the willingness and capacity of their general

education colleagues to fully engage in collaborative planning and co-teaching models. Special

educators often perceive themselves as the primary holders of expertise, leading to potential inter-

professional tension if collaborative models are poorly implemented. Their attitudes are also

affected by systemic issues, particularly the caseload size and the administrative support provided.

When special education teachers are overburdened, their ability to provide the consultative and

direct support necessary for successful mainstreaming diminishes, leading to negative evaluations

of the overall inclusive environment.

The attitude of school administrators is perhaps the single most important factor in determining the

overall school climate regarding mainstreaming. Principals and other leaders set the tone, allocate

resources, and determine professional development priorities. Research indicates that schools led

by administrators who possess strong, positive attitudes toward inclusion, viewing it as an ethical

imperative rather than a mere compliance requirement, show higher levels of teacher satisfaction,

better resource allocation, and, consequently, more positive teacher attitudes. Conversely, if

administrators view inclusion merely as a burden or fail to champion the necessary structural

supports, teacher attitudes will likely remain negative, regardless of individual philosophical

leanings.

Parental and Peer Attitudes

Parental attitudes represent a critical, yet often conflicting, dimension of mainstreaming success.

Parents of children with disabilities generally hold highly positive attitudes toward mainstreaming,

driven by the desire for their children to experience normalization, social integration, and access to

the general curriculum. They often view inclusion as essential for developing social skills, reducing

stigma, and providing equal opportunities. However, these positive attitudes are moderated by the

quality of implementation; if parents perceive that their child is isolated, unsupported, or

experiencing academic failure within the general classroom, their attitudes can quickly shift to

skepticism or a preference for more specialized, separate settings. Effective communication and

genuine parental involvement in the Individualized Education Program (IEP) process are key

determinants of sustained positive parental attitudes.
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In contrast, the attitudes of parents of non-disabled students are often more varied and complex.

While many express altruistic support for inclusion in principle, concerns frequently arise regarding

potential negative impacts on their own children. Common anxieties include the fear of instructional

time being diverted away from the majority, exposure to disruptive behaviors, and a perceived

slowing down of the overall pace of instruction. These attitudes are highly susceptible to

misinformation and lack of transparency. When schools actively communicate the benefits of

diversity and demonstrate effective classroom management strategies, parental concerns often

diminish. Research suggests that positive contact experiences between non-disabled students and

their peers with disabilities are the most effective way to foster positive parental attitudes, as

parents observe the social and emotional growth in their own children resulting from the inclusive

environment.

Peer attitudes are fundamentally important because they directly impact the social integration and

psychological well-being of students with disabilities. Generally, younger students (elementary

level) exhibit more positive and accepting attitudes than older students (secondary level), whose

attitudes are often influenced by social hierarchies, pressures for conformity, and increased

awareness of social differences. Positive peer attitudes are crucial for preventing bullying,

facilitating friendships, and creating a sense of belonging. The implementation of structured,

cooperative learning activities and disability awareness programs has been shown to significantly

improve peer acceptance. When non-disabled peers understand the unique needs and strengths

of their classmates, they are more likely to move beyond superficial tolerance toward genuine

acceptance and advocacy, reinforcing the positive effects of mainstreaming.

Strategies for Promoting Inclusive Attitudes

Given the pivotal role of attitudes in the success of mainstreaming, significant psychological and

educational effort is dedicated to developing effective strategies for attitude modification and

promotion. The most successful interventions target the core components of negative attitudes:

lack of knowledge, feelings of anxiety, and low self-efficacy. Initial and ongoing professional

development is essential. This training must move beyond simple awareness sessions and provide

concrete, practical skills related to differentiated instruction, behavioral intervention strategies, and

effective co-teaching techniques. When teachers feel competent and prepared, their perceived

behavioral control increases, leading directly to more positive attitudes toward the demands of

inclusion.

Systemic support strategies are equally vital. These strategies focus on reducing the structural

pressures that foster negative attitudes. This includes ensuring manageable class sizes for

inclusive settings, providing dedicated, collaborative planning time for general and special

education teachers, and securing adequate funding for necessary technology and human

resources (e.g., teaching assistants). When educators perceive that the school administration is
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investing tangible resources into making inclusion feasible, their subjective norms and overall

evaluation of the policy improve. Furthermore, establishing formal mentorship programs where

experienced, successful inclusive teachers guide their novice colleagues can build confidence and

disseminate best practices, creating a culture of shared responsibility rather than isolated burden.

For peer and parental attitudes, structured interventions focusing on **empathy development** and

**functional contact** are critical. Disability simulation activities, while sometimes controversial, can

raise awareness, but more effective long-term strategies involve embedding students with

disabilities into valued roles within the classroom and school community. Cooperative learning

groups, where students must rely on each other to achieve a common goal, naturally facilitate

equal-status contact, which is the necessary condition stipulated by the Contact Hypothesis.

School-wide campaigns that celebrate diversity and emphasize the shared humanity and unique

contributions of all students help to normalize disability and counteract negative societal

stereotypes that fuel prejudice and resistance.

Measurement and Assessment of Attitudes

The scientific study of attitudes toward mainstreaming relies on robust measurement instruments

to quantify beliefs and track changes over time. The most common method involves the use of

standardized self-report scales. These instruments typically employ Likert-type scales to assess

cognitive (beliefs about inclusion's effectiveness), affective (feelings of comfort or anxiety), and

behavioral components (willingness to implement specific inclusive practices). Examples include

the Attitudes Toward Inclusive Education Scale (ATIES) and the Scale of Teachers' Attitudes

Toward Inclusive Classrooms (STATIC). These tools allow researchers to establish baselines,

identify specific areas of attitudinal weakness (e.g., high anxiety about behavior management), and

evaluate the effectiveness of intervention programs designed to foster change.

However, self-report measures are susceptible to social desirability bias, where respondents report

attitudes they believe are socially acceptable (i.e., professing support for inclusion) rather than their

true feelings. To mitigate this, researchers increasingly employ implicit measures, such as the

Implicit Association Test (IAT), which measures automatic associations between concepts (e.g.,

"disability" and "positive/negative"). Implicit attitudes often reveal subtle biases that individuals may

not be consciously aware of or willing to report explicitly. Combining explicit and implicit measures

provides a more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the psychological landscape

concerning inclusion.

Beyond standardized scales, qualitative methods offer valuable depth. Focus groups, structured

interviews, and observational studies provide context regarding the situational factors that

influence attitudes in real time. For instance, classroom observations can confirm whether a

teacher's stated positive attitude translates into actual inclusive teaching behaviors, such as
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modifying assignments or facilitating peer interaction. Analyzing the discourse used by teachers

and parents allows researchers to identify underlying assumptions and metaphors used to describe

disability, providing targets for educational and psychological interventions aimed at challenging

deeply held stereotypes.

Challenges and Barriers to Acceptance

Despite decades of legislative pressure and ongoing professional development, significant

challenges persist in achieving universal positive attitudes toward mainstreaming. One primary

barrier is the enduring issue of **stigma** and prejudice. Negative societal views of disability, often

rooted in historical models that emphasized charity or medical deficit, continue to influence the

implicit and explicit attitudes held by members of the school community. This stigma manifests as

lower expectations for academic achievement, social avoidance by peers, and resistance from

educators who believe that students with disabilities fundamentally detract from the rigor of the

general curriculum.

A second major barrier is the **systemic inflexibility** of many traditional school structures.

Attitudes often become negative when the system itself is ill-equipped to handle diversity. Rigid

curriculum pacing, high-stakes standardized testing requirements, and inadequate physical

infrastructure create environments where inclusion feels like an administrative burden rather than a

pedagogical opportunity. When teachers feel pressured to meet externally imposed metrics that do

not account for differentiated learning, their attitude toward the students who require the most

modification inevitably suffers. This highlights the need for systemic reform to precede and support

attitudinal change.

Finally, the **lack of sustained, high-quality collaboration** between general and special education

staff presents a significant attitudinal hurdle. Successful mainstreaming requires true partnership,

yet many schools fail to provide the time, training, or administrative structure necessary for

effective co-teaching. When collaboration is forced or superficial, it can lead to resentment, role

confusion, and a breakdown in communication, reinforcing negative attitudes among general

educators who feel abandoned and special educators who feel marginalized. Overcoming these

barriers requires a commitment to psychological safety, shared accountability, and the continuous

investment in both human and structural resources.
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