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Abstract: In the literature, teacher self-efficacy has been found to increase teachers’ effective teaching
strategies and students’ positive learning outcomes in inclusive education, which highlights the
importance of identifying and fostering factors associated with increased self-efficacy. Thus, the
purpose of the current study was to examine the relations between teachers’ demographic and
background variables (i.e., age, teaching experience, and training experience), teachers’ beliefs toward
inclusive education, and teachers’ self-efficacy. Specifically, this study aimed to test the mediating
effects of teachers’ beliefs toward inclusive education on the relations between teachers’ demographic
and background variables and their self-efficacy using structural equation modeling (SEM). Teacher
beliefs toward inclusive education included the effectiveness of inclusive education on the social and
cognitive development of children with disabilities and on non-disabled students’ understanding
of the needs of children with disabilities. Results indicated that whereas teacher age and teaching
and training experiences had no direct relations with teachers’ self-efficacy in inclusive education,
teaching and training experiences had significant indirect relations with their self-efficacy through
their beliefs toward inclusive education. Implications and future directions are discussed.
Keywords: teacher belief; self-efficacy; inclusive education; early childhood

1. Introduction
The number of inclusive education settings where students with and without disabilities are
educated together has been increasing worldwide over the last few decades. A non-government
organization, Inclusion International [1], has argued that inclusive education is one of the rights of
people with disabilities, and that their rights are protected when every person participates in the
education process without any exclusions. Inclusive education is meaningful because it can eradicate
discrimination and provide every student with an equal opportunity for education [2,3].
Ample evidence exists on the positive influences of inclusive education on both students with and
without disabilities. According to Lee and Kim [4], children without disabilities interact with those
with disabilities more often in inclusive educational settings and, thereby, learn to take responsibility
for other people’s needs and have the ability to understand diversity. Especially, early childhood is a
period when children have not yet developed strong stereotypes about other people, and is therefore
regarded as the most appropriate developmental stage to develop accurate understanding of, and
positive beliefs toward, disability. In inclusive education, children with and without disabilities can
learn from each other and accept and respect diversity [4].
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Nevertheless, numerous difficulties have been reported when attempting to effectively implement
inclusive education in South Korea. The South Korean government announced its goal to expand
the support for inclusive education by enacting the 2007 Early Childhood Special Education Law.
Previous research on inclusive education primarily focused on the benefits of inclusive education
such as positive academic or emotional development of children with and without disabilities in
inclusive educational settings [5]. However, although teachers are important individuals who actively
organize and use strategies to serve students with and without disabilities in the same educational
settings [6], little research has been conducted on the beliefs of teachers regarding the benefits of
inclusive education.
Among previous studies on teacher effectiveness, teachers’ self-efficacy has long been pointed
out as an important factor that improves their teaching effectiveness. For instance, students of
self-efficacious teachers reported higher levels of academic achievement and academic adjustment [7,8].
Similarly, it has been argued that teacher self-efficacy is necessary to succeed in educating both children
with and without disabilities in inclusive educational settings [8,9]. Teacher self-efficacy can improve
their efforts to improve teaching skills and behaviors, in turn leading to stronger belief in their ability
as a teacher [10]. Self-efficacy among teachers, therefore, influences their teaching efficiency, behaviors,
and beliefs in the classroom [11].
Currently, early childhood education in South Korea lacks systematic contents and methods,
so that teachers have a high degree of flexibility. Therefore, teachers make important decisions
about children’s learning based on their beliefs, which are influenced by their training and teaching
experiences [12]. Considering previous research emphasizing teachers’ beliefs towards inclusive
education as a determinant of the success of inclusive education [11,13], it is necessary to investigate
the current beliefs of Korean teachers towards inclusive education, and the factors related to their
beliefs. Additionally, this study analyzes the relationship between teachers’ beliefs towards inclusive
education and their self-efficacy.
2. Literature Review
2.1. Inclusive Education in South Korea
Inclusive education refers to the school-wide approach to delivering support and education to
students with disabilities in general education settings alongside those without disabilities [14], which
has been a surging educational movement in South Korea [15].
A recent study by Kim [16] counted 85,012 children with disabilities in South Korea, of whom
29.3% (N = 24,932) were attending special education schools and 70.7% (N = 60,080) schools that
implement inclusive education. Of the latter, 74% were learning in special education classes, and 26%
(N = 15,621; i.e., only 18.4% of all children with disabilities) were learning in general education classes
with those without disabilities. These outcomes indicate that although the number of students in
inclusive educational settings has increased in South Korea, most of them still attend special education
classes comprising exclusively students with disabilities. The implementation of inclusive education,
in which students with varying abilities are taught together in one classroom, has only been attained
for less than a fifth of all children with disabilities.
As positive aspects of inclusive education were frequently reported by previous studies conducted
(e.g., [17]), the necessity and importance of inclusive education for children with disabilities have
become a crucial topic in South Korea. Accordingly, Korean laws and policies have recognized and
reflected the importance of inclusive education since the 1990s, resulting in a rapid implementation
of inclusive education in educational practice [4]. However, although these legal changes discuss
financial support for inclusive classroom teachers, they have failed to provide specific guidelines
for teachers to run inclusive education programs [18]. Considering that teachers may need to make
important decisions regarding the implementation of inclusive education without clear guidance, it is
critical to understand teachers’ perspectives and self-efficacy related to inclusive education.
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2.2. Teacher Background Factors and Beliefs Towards Inclusive Education
Teachers’ background variables such as such as their age, teaching experience with children with
disabilities, and training in pedagogy have been found to play significant roles in teachers’ perceptions
of inclusive education [6,19]. For example, depending on teachers’ experience in inclusive education,
the teaching skills they select to use and their perceptions of inclusive education may greatly vary,
which may ultimately affect the success of inclusive education. In fact, there is evidence that teachers
who had more opportunities to interact with children with disabilities during their teacher training
period tended to support and view inclusive education positively [20]. Additionally, Lee, Yeung,
Tracey, and Barker [21] found a positive correlation between teachers’ experience with children with
disabilities and their positive perception of inclusive education. It was also found that Korean teachers
who had four to six years of teaching experience showed more positive perceptions toward inclusive
education than those with less years of teaching experience [4].
Previous studies have emphasized the development and expansion of teacher training programs
that facilitate the acquisition of knowledge and skills for inclusive education among teachers to
increase their positive perceptions towards inclusive education [19]. Kim and Chung [22] found
that teachers reported the greatest need for more training for educating children with disabilities
in order to successfully implement inclusive education. Furthermore, Kim [16] similarly found that
early education teachers reported wanting to receive more direct training and support from special
education teachers and institutions. In fact, workshops, practical trainings, seminars, and teacher
training sessions about children with disabilities were found to improve teachers’ positive perception of
inclusion and the rate of agreement about the importance of inclusive education [4]. Additionally, other
studies demonstrated that teacher training and education focusing on enhancing teachers’ knowledge
and positive beliefs about inclusive education were related to their improved ability to meet the special
needs of children with disabilities [20,23], supporting the importance of providing practical training
and support for teachers in inclusive education.
Another teacher variable investigated for its relationship with teachers’ perceptions toward
inclusive education is age, based on the belief that teacher age may act as an important factor
influencing their beliefs toward more recent educational practices. However, inconsistent results
have been reported. For instance, Schimidt and Vrhovnik [24] concluded that teachers in their 20s
have more positive beliefs towards inclusive education than those in their 30s, 40s, and 50s in Slovenia.
However, other studies [6,25] reported that there is no significant correlation between teacher age and
their perceptions. In an attempt to reconcile the inconsistent findings of previous research, this study
investigates whether teachers’ age has an effect on their beliefs towards inclusive education.
Many studies have argued that the positive beliefs of the teachers towards inclusive education
play a significant role in the successful implementation of inclusive education [14,26]. The positive
effects of inclusive education for both children with and without disabilities may be divided into their
improved social and cognitive development and improved understanding of children with disabilities
by those without disabilities. According to the study conducted by Kim and Cho [27] in which six
early childhood inclusive education teachers were subjected to in-depth interviews, the improved
social and cognitive development of children with disabilities was pointed out by the teachers as
one of the positive aspects of inclusive education. Specifically, teachers reported that children with
disabilities developed positive social behaviors and skills through having frequent interactions with
their peers without disabilities and gained confidence and a sense of achievement. Moreover, teachers
reported that through inclusive education, children without disabilities developed a higher level of
understanding of the needs of children with disabilities and felt more comfortable when interacting
with them.
2.3. Teacher Beliefs and Self-Efficacy in Inclusive Education
According to Bandura, self-efficacy means the assessment of one’s own ability to fulfil certain
tasks [28]. Teachers’ self-efficacy can be understood as teachers’ belief or conviction that they can
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have an influence on how well the students learn, even those who may be considered difficult or
unmotivated [29,30]. Among the studies that examined the self-efficacy of teachers, Tschannen-Moran
and Hoy [31] stated that teacher self-efficacy has a positive influence on students’ academic
achievement, motivation, and self-efficacy. In addition, teachers with high self-efficacy made more
efforts to improve their teaching skills and positive classroom management strategies, and showed
more flexibility when accepting and trying out new ideas and teaching methods. Contrarily, teachers
with low self-efficacy reported spending more time on tasks irrelevant to learning and were found to
use less effective teaching methods, which in turn impeded the students’ learning [17,32]. Therefore,
teacher self-efficacy is believed to play a significant role in the way they educate their students in
inclusive educational settings [33]. However, there is a current lack of research examining teacher
self-efficacy as a main variable in inclusive educational settings [32].
Recognizing the relevance of teacher self-efficacy on the success of inclusive education [34],
previous studies tried to discover the factors that increase teacher self-efficacy. For example, Lohrmann
and Barnbara [35] explained that teachers perceived themselves to be more effective when they received
relevant training and education and had successful teaching experience in inclusive educational
settings. Choi [36] also described teacher self-efficacy as being an internal variable that is not fixed but
flexible, and that can be reinforced by the training and support they receive and teaching experience.
In addition to teacher educational backgrounds, teachers’ positive perceptions about inclusive
education have been found to influence their self-efficacy teaching inclusive education classes.
For example, Hong and colleagues [37] found a positive correlation between teachers’ positive beliefs
towards inclusive education and their self-efficacy. Teachers who believed in and showed positive
beliefs toward inclusive education for children with developmental disabilities tended to have a higher
level of self-efficacy regarding their ability to run inclusive education classrooms. Specifically, teacher
self-efficacy with regard to teaching increased when teachers improved their knowledge and skills in
inclusive education, had an opportunity to have successful teaching experience in inclusive education,
and developed positive beliefs towards inclusive education [9,38]. These results suggest that teachers’
positive beliefs toward inclusive education may act as a mediator on the relationship between teacher
experiences and self-efficacy related to inclusive education.
Han [39] investigated the perception of teachers and parents of early childhood inclusive education
and found that teachers reported low levels of self-efficacy when leading inclusive education, despite
the increasing attention given to inclusive education in South Korea. Thus, the current study aims to
investigate the mediating effects of teacher beliefs towards inclusive education on the relationship
between teacher demographic and educational predictors and teacher self-efficacy. Specifically, we set
the following research questions:
1.
2.

Are teacher demographic and educational factors, including age, training experience, and teaching
experience, significantly associated with teachers’ positive beliefs about inclusive education?
Are teachers’ positive beliefs about inclusive education associated with their self-efficacy in
inclusive education classrooms?

Understanding the relationships between these factors will help educators and policy makers
develop appropriate strategies to improve the quality of education provided to children with and
without disabilities in inclusive education classrooms.
3. Methods
3.1. Participants
The study participants were 190 nursery center teachers who were teaching in inclusive childcare
facilities in Seoul. The types of classrooms taught by the participants included special education classes
teaching children with disabilities (54.69%), general education classes teaching children with and
without disabilities (22.66%), and inclusive classes teaching children with and without disabilities
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(22.66%). The mean age of the sample was 28.87 years (SD = 4.97 years) (84.3% female). Regarding
highest educational attainment, 50.4% had a bachelor’s degree, 43.8% a master’s degree, and 5.8%
a doctorate.
3.2. Compliance with Ethical Standards
Ethical approval: All procedures performed in studies involving human participants were in
accordance with the ethical standards of the institutional and/or national research committee and with
the 1964 Helsinki Declaration and its later amendments or comparable ethical standards.
Informed consent: Informed consent was obtained from all individual participants included in
the study.
3.3. Procedure
Participants received an information sheet explaining the study’s aims and objectives and the
survey by mail or by personal visit. The study was conducted in March and April 2017. The teachers
were informed not to write their names on the questionnaire for the sake of anonymity. Participants
were given paper and pencil surveys to be completed.
3.4. Measures
Teachers’ beliefs about inclusive education. This scale contains 18 items from the Teachers’ Beliefs
about Inclusive Education Scale (TBIS [40]) (see Appendix A). The TBIS consists of three sub-factors,
each of which comprises 6 items. Specifically, the three sub-factors represent the teachers’ beliefs about
the effects of inclusive education on (a) Disabled Children’s Social Skill Development, (b) Disabled
Children’s Cognitive Ability Development, and (c) Non-disabled Children’s Understanding of Disabled
Children. The teachers reported how they felt about the effectiveness of inclusive education with items
such as “I believe that inclusive education can significantly affect disabled students’ cognitive abilities.”
The teachers rated their answers on a five-point Likert scale (1 = not at all, 5 = very true). The TBIS has
shown good reliability and validity for Korean teachers [36,41]. The internal consistencies of all three
sub-factors were acceptable in the study sample (Cronbach’s α = 0.73, 0.70, and 0.79, respectively).
Teacher efficacy. Teachers’ self-efficacy can be understood as teachers’ belief or conviction that they
can influence how well the students learn, even those who may be considered difficult or unmotivated.
Teacher efficacy was assessed using the Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Scale [31], which consists of twelve
items using a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (nothing) to 5 (a great deal). The scale includes items such as
“How much can you do to get students to believe they can do well in school work?” This scale has
shown good reliability and validity for Korean teachers [26,42]. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for
the current sample was 0.74 for this scale.
Teachers’ demographic and educational variables. Participants provided information regarding their
demographic and educational factors, including age, teaching experience, and training experience (1 =
having completed an intensive courses on special education training).
3.5. Data Analysis
Structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to assess the hypothesized structural relationships
among the latent variables (see Figure 1). The study sample (N = 190) was sufficiently large for
SEM analyses to be applied given that a minimum sample size of 100 or 200 [43] and 10 cases
per variable are required to conduct SEM [44]. In testing SEM, missing values were dealt with a full
information maximum likelihood (FIML). Model fit was assessed based on several criteria: non-normed
fit index (NNFI) [45], comparative fit index (CFI) [46], and root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) [47]. Values lower than 0.08 for the RMSEA and values close to 0.95 for the NNFI and CFI
were used to determine a good-fitting model. All analyses were conducted using Amos 23.0.
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1

2

1. Teacher’s age
1. Teacher’s age
2. Training experience
0.05
3. Teaching experience
in
years
0.18
* 0.44 *
2. Training experience
4. Disabled children’s social skill development
0.01
0.26 *
3. Teaching
in years 0.01
5. Disabled children’s
cognitive experience
ability development
0.27 *
6. Non-disabled
children’s
understanding
disabled
4. Disabled
children’s
social of
skill
development
0.08
0.26 *
children
5. Disabled
children’s
cognitive
ability
development
7. Teacher self-efficacy
0.09
0.27 *

1

3

2

4

3

4

5

5

6

6

7

7

0.05
0.37 *
0.18*
0.33 0.44*
* 0.67 *
0.01
0.26*0.37*
0.29 * 0.49 * 0.47 *
0.01
0.24 0.27*0.33*0.67*
* 0.41 * 0.40 * 0.44 *
6. Non-disabled children’s
understanding
of
disabled
children
0.08
0.26*0.29*0.49*0.47*
M
28.87
55%
3.98
3.90
3.81
3.79
4.06
4.97
1.190.27*0.24*0.41*0.40*0.44*
0.51
0.53
0.43
0.45
7.SD
Teacher self-efficacy
0.09

249
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4.2. Testing the Mediation Models

M
SD

Note. * p < 0.05.

28.87 55% 3.98 3.90 3.81 3.79 4.06
4.97
1.19 0.51 0.53 0.43 0.45

Note. * p <0.05.

We tested two mediation models (i.e., partial and full mediation models). The partial mediation
4.2.
Testing
thean
Mediation
model
yielded
overall χ2Models
(158) value of 263.07, with CFI = 0.923, NNFI = 0.903, and RMSEA = 0.067,
and the full mediation model yielded an overall χ2 (161) value of 269.33, with CFI = 0.969, NNFI = 0.966,
We tested two mediation models (i.e., partial and full mediation models). The partial mediation
and RMSEA = 0.052. The full mediation model displayed a better fit for the sample. The standardized
model yielded an overall χ²(158) value of 263.07, with CFI = 0.923, NNFI = 0.903, and RMSEA = 0.067,
parameter estimates for this model are presented in Figure 2.
and the full mediation model yielded an overall χ²(161) value of 269.33, with CFI = 0.969, NNFI =
Teacher training experience had a significant direct relationship with their beliefs about the
0.966, and RMSEA = 0.052. The full mediation model displayed a better fit for the sample. The
positive impacts of inclusive education on disabled students’ social development (β = 0.17, p < 0.05)
standardized parameter estimates for this model are presented in Figure 2.
and on non-disabled students’ understanding of the unique needs of disabled students (β = 0.27,
p < 0.05). Teacher teaching experience had a significant direct relationship with their beliefs about
the positive impacts of inclusive education on non-disabled children’s understanding of their peers
with disabilities (β = 0.20, p < 0.05) and on disabled children’s social (β = 0.35, p < 0.05) and cognitive
(β = 0.30, p < 0.05) development. Furthermore, the teachers’ beliefs about the positive effects of inclusive
education on disabled children’s cognitive development and non-disabled children’s understanding of
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disabled peers in turn enhanced teachers’ self-efficacy in inclusive education (β = 0.31 and β = 0.58,
p Sustainability
< 0.05, respectively).
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with children with disabilities before they enter into inclusive educational settings. This study
suggests that these experiences can enable the teachers to establish a positive perception of inclusive
education and, thereby, enhance their self-efficacy, which is needed for the effective implementation of
inclusive education.
Teachers’ positive beliefs about inclusive education were in turn significantly related to their
self-efficacy in teaching, supporting their mediating effects on the relationship between teacher
background factors and self-efficacy. These findings were consistent with previous studies [9,38]
suggesting that when teachers had more teaching experiences and knowledge and skills in inclusive
education, they were more likely to report positive beliefs toward inclusive education and higher
self-efficacy. However, whereas teachers’ beliefs regarding the positive influences of inclusive education
on disabled students’ social development were not associated with teacher self-efficacy, their beliefs
regarding the positive influences of inclusive education on disabled students’ cognitive development
and non-disabled students’ understanding of their disabled peers were significantly, positively
associated with teacher self-efficacy. More than half of the Korean teachers in Hwang and Evan’s
study [51] reported that demands for academic outcomes make inclusion more difficult. These results
indicate that when teachers are uncertain about inclusive education’s positive impacts on students’
cognitive and knowledge development, their self-efficacy regarding inclusive education is likely to be
low. Although further investigation is necessary to understand these differential outcomes, the current
study’s findings provide new insights into contributing factors to teacher self-efficacy.
Teacher age did not have any significant direct or indirect relationship with their beliefs towards
inclusive education or with self-efficacy. In other words, although the amount of training and teaching
experiences significantly differentiated teachers’ perceptions about inclusive education and their level
of self-efficacy, there was no significant difference between younger and older teachers as regards
to their perceptions about inclusive education or their level of self-efficacy. These outcomes were
inconsistent with previous studies in South Korea suggesting that teacher age was an important
determinant of teacher attitudes toward inclusive education [51]. Specifically, previous studies reported
that the older the teachers, the more negative their attitudes towards inclusion, and explained that
younger teachers might have been exposed to more professional experience with inclusion. However,
this study’s finding was consistent with other studies reporting that teacher’s age did not have a
significant relationship with their view on inclusive education [6,25]. Therefore, further studies are
needed to better understand the interactions between teacher demographic and background factors.
Despite the many strengths of the present study, some important limitations should be considered
when interpreting its results. The current study’s findings are based on a survey of teachers working
in nursery centers in Seoul, limiting the generalizability of findings. It is suggested that future studies
include diverse samples from both rural and urban contexts and different cultural backgrounds.
In addition, age, training experience, and teaching experience were examined as teacher background
factors. Although meaningful information could be obtained using these variables, future studies
are likely to identify additional, more diverse teacher and institutional factors, such as class size and
administrative support, that can influence teachers’ beliefs about inclusive education and self-efficacy.
These additional studies will help researchers and school administrators develop and evaluate methods
to improve teachers’ ability to effectively serve students with and without disabilities.
6. Conclusions
Discussion, research, and attention have all been focused worldwide on the importance and
effectiveness of inclusive education. However, in South Korea, controversies continue over the benefits
of inclusive education, even among teachers leading inclusive education classrooms. Their critical
evaluation of the current status of inclusive education holds that practical, systematic strategies have
not yet been developed for teachers to effectively implement inclusive education, which influences
their efficacy in teaching students in inclusive settings. Teacher self-efficacy has been reported in
the literature as one of the most significant indicators of the successful implementation of inclusive
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education. Therefore, the current study aimed to identify factors that contribute to teacher self-efficacy
to improve the education provided to children both with and without disabilities and to provide a
foundation for the sustainability of inclusive education in South Korean education.
This study analyzed and confirmed the mediating impacts of teachers’ beliefs toward the positive
effects of inclusive education on the relationship between teachers’ background variables and their
self-efficacy. Given that teacher self-efficacy is related to positive educational outcomes [34], school
administrators and policy makers should consider developing ways to improve teachers’ beliefs about
the beneficial outcomes of inclusive education for students with and without disabilities. The current
study suggests that when teachers, irrespective of their age, receive sufficient teaching and training
experiences related to supporting children with disabilities, they tend to believe in inclusive education
and their ability to serve all students in inclusive classrooms. Therefore, it is suggested that a systematic
support system be developed to help teachers enhance their knowledge and skills and positive
beliefs towards inclusive education, as such a system is likely to ultimately lead to the successful
implementation of inclusive education.
Author Contributions: Conceptualization, writing—original draft, S.Y.; data curation, methodology, E.K.; formal
analysis, writing—review and editing, K.S.
Funding: This work was partially supported by the Hankuk University of Foreign Studies Research Fund.
Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare that they have no conflict of interest.

Appendix A. Teacher Beliefs towards Inclusive Education Scale
Items
How much do you believe . . .
Factor 1. Disabled Children’s Social Skill Development
1. Children with disabilities are increasingly inclined to participate in social play activities through
inclusive education.
2. The children with disabilities interacted with non-disabled children and improved their social
communication skills.
3. Through inclusive education, children with disabilities are likely to become better integrated in
the classroom.
4. Through inclusive education, children with disabilities are likely to have an opportunity to think about the
mood of others.
5. The experience of various human relationships through inclusive education positively influenced overall
social development.
6. In inclusive education, children with disabilities are more likely to be unfit or bullied (R).
Factor 2. Disabled Children’s Cognitive Ability Development
1. The demonstration of appropriate responses and activities of non-disabled children have been a stimulant
for promoting the cognitive learning of children with disabilities.
2. In inclusive education, children with disabilities are more likely to fall behind because they do not have
adequate learning guidance.
3. Through inclusive education, children with disabilities are able to challenge and participate in learning.
4. Adaptive behavior learning of children with disabilities was improved through proper response and
demonstration of non-disabled children in inclusive education.
5. Through inclusive education, children with disabilities have improved mimicking skills.
6. I believe that inclusive education can significantly affect disabled children’s cognitive abilities.

Sustainability 2019, 11, 1489

10 of 12

Factor 3. Non-Disabled Children’s Understanding
1. Through inclusive education, non-disabled children have less prejudice and rejection of children with
disabilities.
2. Through inclusive education, non-disabled children improved their understanding of the difficulties faced
by children with disabilities and their attitudes to care for others.
3. In the classroom, non-disabled children can support those disabled children who are suffering with
discomfort.
4. Inclusive education has helped non-disabled children help children with disabilities and improve their
cooperative play activities.
5. Non-disabled children are more likely to mimic the undesirable behavior of children with disabilities (R).
6. Through interactions with children with disabilities, non-disabled children have gained positive results in
leadership.
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