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ABSTRACT
This study investigates the nature of concerns and attitudes held by pre-service teachers regarding inclusive education and their degree of comfort on interaction with people with disabilities. Pre-service training may be the optimal time to address educators’ concerns and alter any negative attitudes about inclusive education. This study is the first in a series of studies investigating the international training of students for eventual adoption of inclusive education in three universities located in Australia and Canada. Results indicate that pre-service teachers have more positive attitudes towards people with disabilities and inclusion, and more confidence in implementing inclusive practice when they have had additional training and / or experience with people with disabilities.
INTRODUCTION
Inclusion is an educational practice based on the premise of social justice that advocates equal access to educational opportunities for all students regardless of physical, intellectual, emotional or learning disability. Inclusion involves students with disabilities learning with their peers in regular schools that adapt and change the way they work in order to meet the needs of all students (Foreman, 2001; Loreman & Deppeler, 2001; Sailor & Skrtic, 1995). To be successful, inclusion requires commitment from governments, teacher-training institutions, schools, the school community and most importantly, from individual teachers. As we move towards more inclusive educational systems teacher-training institutions will become pivotal in ensuring teachers have the attitudes and skills they need.
Preparing teachers for regular class teaching has undergone a major pedagogical shift in recent years. Training institutions are now required to ensure that pre-service teachers are competent to cater for the needs of an increasing range of diverse learners. This move is being furthered by recent international recommendations from the UN and UNESCO to include content on inclusion as part of teacher training programs. In preparing teachers for inclusive classrooms their attitudes, beliefs, expectations and acceptance of people with diverse needs may well be challenged. 

The importance of having positive attitudes toward inclusive education amongst in-service educators has also been long recognized. If educators hold positive attitudes towards inclusive education it may allow and encourage practices that will further, to a large extent, successful inclusion of all students (Hobbs & Westling, 1998; Wilczenski, 1992, 1995). Positive attitudes can be and need to be fostered through both training and positive experiences with students with disabilities (Hobbs & Westling, 1998). Additional training in how to teach students with disabilities leads to improvements in individual attitudes and following on from that, improvements in the school ethos towards educating students with diverse learning needs (Idol, 1997; Loreman, Deppeler, Harvey & Rowley, in press). 

Studies investigating what sort of concerns educators, mainly pre-service teachers, have about inclusive education and their sentiments on interaction with persons with disabilities are negligible. Pre-service training may be the best time to address educators’ concerns and possibly modify their negative attitudes about inclusive education as well as their attitudes toward people with disabilities. This study is first in a series of studies that report on these three variables from three universities located in Australia and Canada. This study reports data at a pre-test stage (when students did not have any exposure to university training on inclusive education). In future studies, we will report how participation in a university program on inclusive education impacted on these participants’ attitudes, concerns and sentiments. More specifically, the aims of this research are:
· To determine if pre-service teachers’ attitudes towards inclusive education differ significantly in a sample of programs in WA, Victoria and Alberta, Canada. 
· To determine if pre-service teachers’ concerns about inclusive education differ significantly in these programs. 

· To determine if pre-service teachers in these programs sentiments when interacting with people with a disabilities differ significantly. 

· To identify demographic variables that may account for differences in participants’ attitudes towards inclusive education, concerns about inclusive education and attitudes towards and sentiments when interacting with people with a disability.
PRE-SERVICE TEACHER TRAINING
Australia
Pre-service teacher education in Australia, involves more than 400 programs across 36 universities that cater for approximately 35 000 students (Louden et al., 2004). Each training institution prepares teachers for one of eight different Departments of Education, some of which require teachers to register (eg. Queensland, WA, and NSW) and others that do not. Most jurisdictions rely on each institution making their own decision about the content of their courses (Carroll, Forlin, & Jobling, 2003). For a significant number of newly graduated students, though, they report that on completion they do not have the necessary skills to cater for the diverse needs they face in their classrooms (Cambourne, 2002). While training institutions are increasingly updating their content, a review of 73 pre-service teacher training courses offered by 16 universities across Australia in 2002, highlighted the relatively small number (45.5%) that include compulsory units of work on special or inclusive education (Loreman, 2002). 

In addition, many national and state reports in Australia have referred to the insufficiency of training to prepare teachers to successfully include children with disabilities in regular classes. This lack of appropriate training has repeatedly been seen as a barrier to establishing more inclusive classrooms (eg Andrews, Elkins, Berry & Burge, 1979; Beazley, 1984; Commonwealth of Australia Human Rights and Equal Opportunities Commission 2000; Gow, Ward, Balla, & Snow, 1988; Ministerial Advisory Council on the Quality of Teaching, 1997; Senate Employment, Education and Training Reference Committee, 2002; Shean, 1993).
Concomitant with the perceived lack of appropriate or sufficient training for teachers, there has been considerable research that has identified that the beliefs and attitudes of teachers towards inclusive education are also crucial antecedents to the success or otherwise of this changing ideology (Desai, 1991). The attitudes of school staff, students, parents and the local community; prior contact with people with diverse needs; previous involvement in inclusive schooling; perceived personal efficacy; the type and quality of available support; and most importantly awareness and acceptance of people who are perceived to be ‘different’ have all been recorded as impacting on a successful outcome (Forlin, 2001, 2003, 2004). 
The enactment of Federal legislation in the form of the Disability Discrimination Act (1992) and the imminent release of the standards for education under the Act (Commonwealth of Australia, 2004) are designed to ensure that children with disabilities have increased opportunities to enroll in their local schools. It is posited by the government that the standards will:

 … clarify the obligations of education and training service providers under the DDA, and the rights of people with disabilities in relation to education and training. The Standards will apply to all students with disabilities in all sectors of education and training in both public and non-Government educational institutions (Commonwealth of Australia, 2004, para 2).

Educational authorities and in particular regular class teachers are now required to support students with disabilities to ensure they are able to access the curriculum. Regular classrooms in Australia contain students with a range of diverse needs, thus it is essential that teachers are prepared to accept the role of being an inclusive educator and have positive beliefs and attitudes towards this. As the new standards will also establish the obligations of teacher training providers there is a pressing need to identify the issues for current undergraduate teachers in order to ensure that these providers assist teachers in acquiring the required attitudes towards inclusivity.
Western Australia 
Pre-service teacher education courses are offered at three institutions in Western Australia (WA). Prior to 2005 there were no general registration requirements for teachers, however, at the start of the year a newly formed College of Teaching commenced which requires teacher registration for WA. As part of their legislated mandate they will “Confer and collaborate with employers and universities in relation to the standards of teaching education courses” (Western Australian College of Teaching, n.d., para 3). Although available existing undergraduate teacher preparation courses in WA include a compulsory unit of work on educating children with diverse needs it remains to be seen the impact the Western Australian College of Teaching will have on re-directing this focus. 
In the early 1990s in WA, the attitudes of teachers towards inclusion were being reported by both regular class teachers and those from Education Support Centres as being less than positive (Forlin, Douglas, & Hattie, 1996). Acceptance visibly decreased as perceptions of the severity of disability increased. The low levels of approval recorded by WA teachers at this time did not seem to auger well for a strong promise of inclusion. In 2004, the DET reported a loss of up to 27% of new teachers within ten years of graduation and that 70% of teachers reported that their during their pre-service training they were “not much” or “not at all” prepared for understanding or implementing educational policies (Department of Education and Training Western Australia, 2004). The DET has initiated a number of policies in recent years along with a variety of strategies such as the Building Inclusive Schools and Building Inclusive Classrooms strategies enacted in 2004 to support a stronger move towards inclusivity. The willingness of teachers to implement such policies and strategies remains to be seen.  
Victoria
In Victoria, six universities offer pre-service teacher training programs. All teachers working in government, Catholic and independent schools in Victoria, are legally required to be registered with the Victorian Institute of Teaching (VIT). It is not a requirement of the VIT for registering teachers to have completed a unit in the area of special education. It is, therefore, not surprising to see that not many universities offer units in special education in undergraduate programs. However, the situation has changed slightly in last few years. While in some universities a unit in special education is mandatory (e.g The University of Melbourne), other universities offer such a program as an elective unit (e.g. Monash University) in their pre-service teacher training programs. Anecdotal evidence will indicate that while the number of students enrolling in pure special education programs is decreasing, the demand for a subject in special education in general education preparatory program has been increasing. This is very much in line with an increasing trend of inclusive education in Victoria. The number of students with disabilities attending regular schools has risen dramatically over last few years. For example, in 1985 only 500 students with disabilities attended regular schools compared to 5421 who attended special settings. In contrast in 2001, over 10,500 such students attended regular schools compared to 5,761 who attended special schools (DEET, 2001). It is, however, important to note that none of the six universities in Victoria, as in WA, offer a unit in special education at graduate or post-graduate level teacher training programs. 
Canada
The practice of inclusive education in Canada varies considerably from region to region, with some regions actively supporting, and indeed mandating the approach, while other districts do little to encourage the practice (Hutchinson 2002; Raymond & Loreman, in press).  The responsibility for education in Canada is primarily delegated to the individual Provinces. Although the Federal government is involved in education in a broad national sense, through Constitutional guarantees of non-discrimination (Government of Canada, 1982), it is the Provinces that govern, maintain, and distribute funding to individual school districts (Hutchinson 2002; Raymond & Loreman, in press). The Provinces, in cooperation with the federal government, are also responsible for the administration of post-secondary education, which includes all teacher training institutions.
Alberta
The Provincial ministerial body which governs education in Alberta is known as Alberta Education. Teachers must be registered to practice in Alberta by Alberta Education before they are permitted to teach in any non-chartered school. To attain registration teachers must have demonstrated the attainment of a set of knowledge, skills and attributes (known as the KSAs) outlined by Alberta Education (Minister for Education, Alberta, 1997). Each pre-service education course in the province has a primary focus on this set of ministerial criteria required for registration. These criteria require Alberta teachers to be skilled at a basic level in inclusive practice and in teaching and assessing a diverse range of learners. According to the KSAs teachers  

(must understand that) all students can learn, albeit at different rates and in different ways. They know how (including when and how to engage others) to identify students’ different learning styles and ways students learn. They understand the need to respond to differences by creating multiple paths to learning for individuals and groups of students, including students with special learning needs… (Minister for Education, Alberta, 1997, section 2e).
The Alberta Learning Standards for Special Education begin with the statement that “…educating students with special education needs in inclusive settings is the first placement option to be considered by school boards in consultation with parents and, when appropriate, students” (Alberta Learning Special Programs Branch, 2004, p. 1). The standards then continue to discuss four domains local school authorities need to consider when educating students with diverse learning needs. These include access, appropriateness of programming, accountability, and appeals procedures where an educational placement decision is disputed by the student and/or parent. The Standards for Special Education were amended and signed as a Ministerial Order in June of 2004; however they have been widely available in Alberta since 2003, albeit without the authority of a Ministerial Order (Raymond & Loreman, in press).

This study was designed to investigate the nature of concerns and attitudes held by pre-service teachers regarding inclusive education and their degree of comfort on interaction with people with disabilities. The data reported in this paper records existing beliefs of pre-service teachers at three teacher training institutions.
METHOD 
Participants
Ethics clearance was obtained at each institution prior to commencing the research. The questionnaire was administered at each of the three institutions to pre-service teachers during the first week of a unit of study on teaching children with special needs. All pre-service teachers enrolled in these units were invited to participate in the study. The response rate was approximately 95% across all three jurisdictions. 

Participants were all pre-service teachers enrolled in an undergraduate teacher training program at one of three institutions (Edith Cowan University in WA; Monash University in Victoria; and Concordia University College of Alberta in Canada). All pre-service teachers were preparing to teach in regular classrooms either at a primary or secondary school level.
Instrumentation
A four-part survey instrument was employed. Part One identifies general demographic information about each participant. Part Two is the Attitudes Towards Inclusive Education scale (ATIES) (Wilczenski, 1992). Part Three is a modified version of the Interaction with Disabled Persons scale (IDP) (Gething, 1991, 1994). Part Four employs the Concerns About Inclusive Education Scale (CIES) (Sharma & Desai, 2002). 
Part 1: Demographic Information 
Part 1 of the instrument was designed to obtain information about participants’ professional and demographic backgrounds. Pre-service teachers were asked to provide information for seven variables. These were: gender, age, contact with people with disabilities (having a family member or close friend with a disability), previous training (focusing on the education of students with disabilities), knowledge of Disability (e.g. Disability Discrimination Act, 1992) or Education Act WA (Government of Western Australia, 1999), or the Alberta Learning Standards for Special Education (Alberta Learning Special Programs Branch, 2004), previous experience (having taught a student with a disability) and level of confidence (in teaching students with disabilities, range 1 = very good to 5 = nil)
Part 2: Attitudes Toward Inclusive Education Scale (ATIES) 
Designed by Wilczenski in 1992, ATIES is a 16-item scale that measures participants’ attitudes toward the four aspects of inclusion: social, physical, academic and behavioural. Each item on the scale can be rated on a 6 point-Likert type classification ranging from Strongly agree(6) to Strongly disagree(1). The scale yields a total score, the value of which may range from 16 to 96, with higher scores indicating more favourable attitudes. ATIES has been frequently used by researchers and found to have adequate reliability and validity (e.g. Pasierb, 1994; Sharma, & Desai, 2003; Wilczenski, 1995).     
Part 3: The Interaction with People with a Disability Scale(IPD) 
Confirmation of the original IDP (Gething, 1991), was undertaken with 2850 pre-service teachers from six universities in Australia and South Africa (Forlin, Fogarty & Carroll, 1999). Following validation it was refined and renamed the Interaction with People with a Disability scale (IPD) (Forlin, Jobling & Carroll, 2001) to reflect a “people first” and more politically correct terminology.
The IPD scale consists of 20 items employing a 6-point Likert scale. Pre-service teachers are asked to rank their sentiments when they have contact with a person with a disability. Responses range from 1 (strongly disagree), 2 (disagree), 3 (disagree somewhat), 4 (agree somewhat), 5 (agree) to 6 (strongly agree). A higher score records greater levels of discomfort, or more negative sentiments. 
Part 4: Concerns about Inclusive Education Scale (CIES) 
The CIES (Sharma & Desai, 2002) measures participants’ degree of concern about inclusive education. The scale has 21 items. Each item can be responded on a 4-point Likert type classification with responses ranging from Extremely Concerned (4), Very Concerned (3), A Little Concerned(2) to Not At All Concerned (1). CIES also yields a total score which is obtained by adding the value of responses on each item. The value of total score may range from 21 to 84. Higher score on CIES suggests that a respondent is relatively more concerned about implementing inclusion. Sharma and Desai (2002) addressed the validity of the scale through a panel of experts and the reliability coefficient for the scale, which for the data set was 0.91. 
RESULTS

Demographic data of the pre-service teachers is reported in Table 1. As all students were enrolled in an undergraduate program it is not surprising that the vast majority were less than 30 years old. Similarly, approximately 20% of the pre-service teachers were male, also reflecting current expectations regarding applications for teaching. Quite a large number of them had previous contact with a person with a disability either as a family member or friend, although just over one half had not had any previous contact. Notably, at this stage of their teacher training (third year for ECU; fourth year for MU and first and second years for CUCA), only 17% indicated that they had undertaken any training focusing on the education of students with disabilities. Almost exactly half of the cohort had previously taught a student with a disability. 
Table 1: Demographic data for combined CUCA, ECU, and Monash pre-service teacher surveys N=337
	Demographic

Parameter
	Type
	N

ECU
	N

MU
	N

CUCA
	TOTAL

N
	PROPORTION 



	Gender
	Male
	44
	10
	11
	65
	19%

	
	Female
	185
	30
	57
	272
	81%

	Age
	<29
	191
	36
	58
	285
	85%

	
	≥ 30
	38
	4
	10
	52
	15%

	Contact
	Yes
	99
	17
	44
	160
	47%

	
	No
	130
	23
	24
	177
	53%

	Training
	Yes
	27
	7
	25
	59
	17%

	
	No
	202
	33
	43
	278
	83%

	Knowledge
	Very Good
	1
	0
	0
	1
	<1%

	
	Good
	12
	0
	6
	18
	5%

	
	Average
	26
	4
	29
	59
	18%

	
	Poor
	75
	15
	22
	112
	33%

	
	Nil
	115
	21
	11
	147
	44%

	Experience
	Yes
	109
	16
	36
	161
	48%

	
	No
	120
	24
	32
	176
	52%

	Confidence
	Very High
	3
	1
	5
	9
	3%

	
	High
	22
	3
	12
	37
	11%

	
	Average
	88
	20
	36
	144
	43%

	
	Low
	86
	27
	14
	107
	31%

	
	Very Low
	30
	9
	1
	40
	12%


Note: ECU = Edith Cowan University; MU = Monash University; CUCA = Concordia University College of Alberta
Student knowledge regarding disability or education Acts was very low with one third indicating only a poor understanding and 44% expressing no understanding at all. Confidence in teaching students with disabilities varied. While only 14% proposed that they had high or very high confidence the majority indicated average confidence. Of concern would be the 31% who expressed low confidence and the 12% with a very low confidence level. 

Institutional Differences in Pre-service Teachers’ Responses

The attitudes and concerns of pre-service teachers towards inclusive education together with their general sentiments when interacting with people with disabilities were measured using three scales. Questionnaires were administered prior to pre-service teachers completing a course in special education on inclusive education in the classroom. Comparison of mean scores for the IDP, ATIES and CIES scales between the three universities, namely, Concordia University College of Alberta (CUCA), Edith Cowan University (ECU), and Monash University (MU) are presented in Figure 1. Non-Significant differences (prob≥0.05) between the means for the three institutions are indicated by a solid line connecting the institution names. Probabilities in brackets are associated with either an analysis of variance (if non-significant) or from Bonferoni post-hoc tests following a significant F-statistic. Significant probabilities indicate the likelihood that the mean scale values differ between institutions.

IPDS
CUCA
ECU
MU


(n)
(65)
(208)
(34)


Mean±SD
3.652± .37
=
3.753± .45
=
3.771± .40



_____________________________________________



(0.252)


ATIES
ECU
MU
CUCA


(n)
(225)
(40)
(66)

Mean ±SD 
4.124± .61
=
4.138± .76
<
4.518± .68



___________________________
_________



(0.997)
(0.013)


CIES
CUCA
MU
ECU


(n)
(67)
(39)
(221)


Mean CIES
2.105± .41
=
2.140± .41
=
2.271± .50



___________________________


(0.999)




___________________________


(0.455)


_______________
(0.042)
_______________

Figure 1: Comparison of mean IPDS, ATIES and CIES scales between universities.


Figure 1 suggests that there are no significant differences in IPD scores between the three institutions. On average, pre-service teachers report that they while their responses are veering towards agreeing somewhat with the statements related to increased levels of discomfort their feelings are within the 3 – 4 range, thus indicating that overall they have neutral feelings when interacting with people with disabilities.

Responses regarding attitudes towards inclusive education are similar for the two Australian institutions with pre-service teachers from both reporting that, on average, they agree somewhat with all students with disabilities being included in mainstream classrooms. A very highly significant (prob. < 0.001) difference in the mean ATIES between CUCA and the two Australian institutions indicates that pre-service teachers from CUCA are overwhelmingly more positive about including children with disabilities into regular classes. 

In relation to concerns about inclusive education Monash University and CUCA are similar in responses with pre-service teachers reporting that they are only a little concerned regarding their expectations for involvement in inclusive classrooms. The cohort from ECU, however, appears to have a significantly greater level of concern than CUCA (prob.= 0.042).

Consideration was subsequently given to possible differences in responses due to seven independent variables. While responses did not vary regarding age or previous teaching experience of pre-service teachers, there were significant differences for some of the three scales for the other five independent variables investigated. Regarding attitudes towards including children with differing disabilities in a mainstream school, females were significantly (prob. = 0.002) more positive (Mean = 4.26), than were their male counterparts (Mean = 3.98). Previous contact with a family member or friend with a disability indicated greater acceptance and positive feelings towards people with a disability (prob. = 0.048) upon interaction (yes Mean = 3.69 versus no Mean = 3.78) and less concern (prob. = 0.012) regarding inclusive practices (yes Mean = 2.15; no Mean = 2.29), but did not significantly (prob. = 0.878) alter their attitudes about including children with disabilities in mainstream classes (yes Mean = 4.22; no Mean = 4.19).

The importance of training on pre-service teachers’ attitudes and concerns about inclusive education and their feelings of discomfort towards people with disabilities when interacting with them were clearly highlighted by the differing responses. From Figure 2 it can be seen that in all instances responses varied depending upon whether they had undertaken any training focusing on the education of students with disabilities. Although only 17% had reported that they had undertaken training, for these pre-service teachers their attitudes towards inclusion were more positive; indeed they were less concerned about including children with disabilities and also reported a lower level of discomfort on interacting with people with disabilities.    

	
IPD
ATIES
CIES



	
Training
Yes
No
Yes
No
Yes
No

     N
55
252
59
272
58
269

    (SD)
(0.41)
(0.42)
(0.64)
(0.64)
(0.46)
(0.47)

Mean
3.54  
<  3.78
        4.54   >    4.13
     2.09   <   2.25



____
______
_____
_____
____
_____


Probability
(<0.001)
(<0.001)
(0.021)



	


Figure 2: Influence of Previous Training on Attitudes, Concerns and Sentiments 
Note: Significant differences (prob. = 0.05) are indicated by a broken line connecting the means. The means comparisons are provided by probabilities associated with a one-way analysis of variance.

An increase in knowledge about disability required through the various education acts applicable to the three institutions also impacted on the attitudes of pre-service teachers. The results of the analysis indicated that there was a noticeably positive trend in attitudes, less concerns and an increased levels of comfort associated with a knowledge of disability, either through an understanding of disability discrimination or education Acts. Figure 3a shows a reduced level of discomfort for pre-service teachers who reported a “very good” level of knowledge regarding disability. Similarly, attitudes towards including children with disabilities in mainstream classes (Fig 3b) and concerns about inclusion (Fig 3c) markedly improve with increasing understanding of disability issues as addressed in the education acts. Considering that only 6% of the cohort reported a response of 1 (very good) or 2 (good) the figures should be viewed with only limited attention being given to these responses. Even without taking these into account the trends are still clearly demonstrated.  

[image: image1.wmf]1 Very Good

2 Good

3 Average

4 Poor

5 Nill

Knowledge of Education Act

3.0

3.5

4.0

4.5

5.0

IPD Scale

Lower 95% Conf. Interval

Mean

Upper 95% Conf. Interval


Figure 3a: Mean IPD scale values compared between pre-service teachers with different level of familiarity with disability 
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Figure 3b: Mean ATIES values compared between pre-service teachers with different level of familiarity with disability.  
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Figure 3c: Mean CIES values compared between pre-service teachers with different level of familiarity with disability.
sssSS
Similar findings were noted for perceived personal confidence in one’s ability to successfully teach students with disabilities. Across all three scales more positive results were recorded when pre-service teachers perceived a greater level of confidence about teaching in inclusive classrooms. Such findings clearly indicate that attitude towards being prepared to teach is closely related to acceptance of inclusion, level of concern and feelings of discomfort on interaction with people with disabilities. Although only 3% of the pre-service teachers indicated a very high confidence level the trend across levels is apparent. 
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Figure 4a: Mean IPD Scale values compared between students with different levels of confidence in teaching students with disabilities. <Bookmark(7)>
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Figure 4b: Mean ATIES values compared between students with different levels of confidence in teaching students with disabilities.
[image: image6.wmf]1 Very High

2 High

3 Average

4 Low

5 Very Low

Confidence Level

1.4

1.8

2.2

2.6

CIES

Lower 95% Conf. Interval

Mean

Upper 95% Conf. Interval

<Bookmark(8
Figure 4c: Mean CIES values compared between students with different levels of confidence in teaching students with disabilities.  
DISCUSSION
One aim of this study was to determine if pre-service teacher attitudes and concerns about inclusive education, along with sentiments when interacting with people with disabilities, differed between three programs, two in Australia and one in Canada. While there was negligible difference in the area of sentiments when interacting with people with disabilities between programs, the data clearly indicate that students in the Canadian program at CUCA held more positive attitudes towards including students with disabilities in regular programs at the beginning of their study. A statistically significant difference was also found in the area of concern, with CUCA and MU students being less concerned about inclusive education than ECU students. The reasons for the more positive outlook from CUCA students are not clear, but it is possible to speculate on the basis of demographic and contextual information. The program at CUCA is an after-degree program requiring previous study, the content of which for some students is in the area of education and/or psychology. Other results of this study, discussed below, indicate that for those students who had taken further training, negative attitudes and concerns towards people with disabilities and inclusive education were less prevalent. It is possible that training resulting in more positive attitudes and fewer concerns took place in the original undergraduate programs of CUCA students. 
This study also set out to identify demographic variables that may account for differences in participants’ attitudes towards inclusive education, concerns about inclusive education, and sentiments when interacting with people with a disability. A number of demographic differences were evident. Female pre-service teachers were more positive in their views towards including children with disabilities in regular classes than were their male counterparts. This finding is consistent with past research which suggest that female teachers have greater tolerance level for implementing inclusive education as well as more positive attitudes towards people with disabilities (Avramidis, Bayliss & Burden, 2000; Eichinger, Rizzo & Sirotnik, 1999; Thomas, 1985).  In some respects this might be viewed as a positive finding for supporters of inclusive education. Female teachers make up the majority of the teaching profession both in Canada and Australia (AusStats, 2002; Statistics Canada, n.d.) and some comfort may be taken in their more positive attitudes. It also, however, highlights the need for the attitudes of the minority male students in education programs to be more vigorously addressed as in terms of these results they are starting from a position of greater deficit.  
Another demographic variable produced results with implications for practice. The results show that previous contact with a family member or friend with a disability indicated more positive sentiments upon interaction and less concern regarding inclusive practices. While this contact did not significantly alter attitudes about including children with disabilities in mainstream classes, it does demonstrate that meaningful contact with people with disabilities is helpful in reducing feelings of anxiety with respect to interacting and teaching children with disabilities. The logical implication of this is that pre-service teacher training programs should consider the value of introducing meaningful opportunities for interaction between education students and people with disabilities. Some universities have already begun to include a range of opportunities for pre-service teachers to engage in activities with people with disabilities as part of their courses. For example, adopting an incursion approach with students from an Education Support Centre in WA enabled pre-service teachers to participate in an activity based program with young adults with intellectual disabilities (Forlin, 2003). The outcomes led to a greater awareness of the needs of students with disabilities and improved comfort on interacting with them.   
The results of this study also point to the value of training. Where study participants had some extra training, attitudes towards inclusion were more positive, there were less concerns about including children with disabilities, and there were more positive sentiments on interacting with people with disabilities. Similarly, there was a noticeably positive trend in attitudes, less concerns and increased levels of positive sentiment associated with an increase in knowledge of disability either through an understanding of disability discrimination or education law or policy. This is consistent with the literature (For example, see Forlin, Douglas & Hattie, 1996; Idol, 1997) and the findings of Loreman et al. (in press) who report that teacher training can help to address many of the issues teachers are facing when it comes to including students with disabilities in their regular classes.  

It is self evident that teachers who are well trained become more confident practitioners. As highlighted above, across all three scales more positive results were recorded when pre-service teachers perceived they were more confident about teaching in inclusive classrooms. Such findings indicate clearly that attitude towards being prepared to teach is closely related to acceptance of inclusion, level of concern and more positive sentiments on interaction with people with disabilities. It makes sense that the best way to make students feel more confident is to provide them with training which addresses their needs and concerns and enhances their abilities to teach all children. 
This study also provided some information about what should be included in such training programs. It was worth noting that as pre-service teachers’ knowledge of educational (and anti-discrimination) acts increased their concern levels decreased and they obtained higher scores on ATIES. These findings are consistent with past studies of in-service teachers in India (Sharma, 2001) and Victoria, Australia (Subban & Sharma, in press). It has been suggested in the past that regular school educators need to be fully aware of the legislation relating to education of students with disabilities (Knoff, 1985). Such an understanding prepares educators to accept the responsibilities of educating students with disabilities into mainstream settings. It is possible that an increased awareness of such acts may initially enhance anxiety of teachers but subsequently may stimulate them to look for strategies to work with students with disabilities. It is also possible that teachers become aware of resources that various government bodies provide to implement such acts and thus reduce their anxiety levels and modify their attitudes in positive directions. 
CONCLUSION

While this is the first in a series of studies, it does present some emerging implications for practice which may be supported by further work examining data collected at the completion of the respective programs. The main implications for practice relate to training and experience. This study has presented data which highlights more positive attitudes and sentiments towards inclusion and people with disabilities and less concerns about inclusion, when pre-service students have had additional training or direct experience with people who have disabilities prior to beginning their programs of study. Clearly, in this context, training and contact with people who have disabilities is important, and pre-service teacher education programs should consider the mandatory inclusion of these aspects in their programs, especially as the practice of inclusive education becomes more prominent in schools. The way in which this training is best conducted is a subject for a future study. The three institutions involved in this study each have differing methods of delivering training in this area, with data pertaining to the end result of these programs of study yet to be investigated.
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