

[image: image1]
The relationship between trait mindfulness and inclusive education attitudes of primary school teachers: a multiple mediating model









 


	
	
TYPE Original Research
PUBLISHED 20 December 2023
DOI 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1280352






The relationship between trait mindfulness and inclusive education attitudes of primary school teachers: a multiple mediating model

Fenxia Huang*


Basic Education College, Putian University, Putian, China

[image: image2]

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY
 Yolanda Muñoz-Martinez, University of Alcalá, Spain

REVIEWED BY
 Kai Nagase, Yamaguchi Prefectural University, Japan
 Marwin Felix Loeper, University of Paderborn, Germany
 Constanza San Martin Ulloa, Diego Portales University, Chile

*CORRESPONDENCE
 Fenxia Huang, huangfenxiaedu@163.com 

RECEIVED 20 August 2023
 ACCEPTED 04 December 2023
 PUBLISHED 20 December 2023

CITATION
 Huang F (2023) The relationship between trait mindfulness and inclusive education attitudes of primary school teachers: a multiple mediating model. Front. Psychol. 14:1280352. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1280352

COPYRIGHT
 © 2023 Huang. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.
 

Objective: This study aims to explore the impact of primary school teachers’ empathy and efficacy for inclusive practice on the relationship between trait mindfulness and inclusive educational attitudes.

Methods: A total of 606 primary school teachers were tested using the Five Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire, Interpersonal Response Index Scale, Teacher Self-efficacy for Inclusive Practice Scale, and Teachers’ Multidimensional Attitudes toward Inclusive Education Scale.

Results: Primary school teachers’ trait mindfulness is significantly positively correlated with inclusive educational attitudes. Primary school teachers’ trait mindfulness has an indirect impact on inclusive education attitudes through empathy, and primary school teachers’ trait mindfulness has an indirect impact on inclusive education attitudes through teacher efficacy for inclusive practice. In addition, empathy and teacher efficacy for inclusive practice play a sequential mediating role between primary school teachers’ trait mindfulness and inclusive education attitudes.

Conclusion: This empirical study reveals that empathy and efficacy for inclusive practice play a sequential mediating role between primary school teachers’ trait mindfulness and inclusive education attitudes. On one hand, this research contributes to enriching the outcomes in the field of inclusive education for primary school teachers, providing a theoretical foundation for the study of their inclusive education attitudes. On the other hand, the study offers a detailed explanation of the psychological mechanisms behind the impact of mindfulness traits on the inclusive education attitude of primary school teachers, guiding schools in implementing mindfulness-based intervention programs.
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1 Introduction

In the context of mainstream education, inclusive education for special-needs students has become a global movement, making significant contributions to providing equal education opportunities and facilitating convenient learning and living conditions for a vast population of disadvantaged individuals (Lindner and Schwab, 2020). This holds paramount significance in promoting educational equity, balance, and sustainable development. Therefore, inclusive education has emerged as a crucial trend in global educational reforms. Despite the strong political advocacy for inclusive education, its successful implementation largely depends on teachers (Pit-ten Cate et al., 2018). However, research indicates that not all teachers embrace the principles of inclusive education, and some hold negative attitudes, being unwilling to accept students with special education needs (Monsen et al., 2014).

Numerous factors can influence teachers’ attitudes and willingness to engage in inclusive education (Štemberger and Kiswarday, 2018). For instance, research by Moberg et al. (2020) suggests that teachers’ positive attitudes toward inclusive education depend on successful experiences in its implementation rather than mere practical exposure. Savolainen et al. (2022) mention in their study that teachers harbor various concerns about the implementation of inclusive education, particularly when dealing with challenging student behavior, as they may feel inadequately equipped to address such challenges. According to Mngo and Mngo (2018), teachers perceive their training in special education and inclusive education stages as insufficient to ensure the smooth integration of disabled students into regular classrooms. Therefore, the support and management provided by schools may be crucial factors influencing teachers’ attitudes towards inclusive education.

Inclusiveness in education is critical to the development of abilities, mental health, and social adjustment of students with special needs (Noreen et al., 2019). At the same time, it is also an effective way for the country to build an inclusive society and realize education for all. The fundamental pillars of inclusive education are teachers, and teachers’ attitudes toward inclusive education strongly influence the extent to which teachers implement inclusive practices (Pit-ten Cate et al., 2018). Therefore, we must understand the factors related to teachers’ attitudes and willingness to inclusive education in order to better promote inclusive practice. As a form of metacognition, mindfulness not only enables individuals to pay attention to their own experiences and achieve self-calm, but also enables individuals to influence people’s consciousness in conjunction with the wider world and cultural patterns. This allows mindfulness to combine ethics, compassion, and an appreciation for life itself, deepening one’s awareness of social inclusion, and ultimately situating oneself in the context of how one can contribute to others and to the sustainable development of society (Goldman Schuyler et al., 2021). According to the Organizational Model of empathy (Davis, 1996), a typical empathic episode is envisioned as the observer making contact with the target in some way, after which the observer generates cognitive, emotional, and/or behavioral responses. Mindfulness, as a source of positive emotions (Garland and Fredrickson, 2013), can cultivate teachers’ self-awareness and empathy (Jones et al., 2019). This enables teachers to attentively address students’ needs and better cope with the challenges of inclusive education, fostering a more positive attitude towards inclusive education. Therefore, this study will explore the impact mechanism of mindfulness on the attitudes of primary school teachers towards inclusive education, hoping that through this research, we can further improve primary school teachers’ attitudes towards inclusive education and encourage their active participation in inclusive education practices.



2 Literature review and theoretical hypotheses


2.1 Trait mindfulness and inclusive educational attitude

Mindfulness originated from Buddhist meditation and is often described as a naturally occurring ability that enables individuals to pay non-judgmental attention to present experiences (Kabat-Zinn and Hanh, 2009). Mindfulness can manifest as both a state and a trait. TM refers to a non-habitual, non-judgmental way of thinking that individuals establish, maintaining an objective stance to experience the general trend of the present moment (Brown and Ryan, 2003). TM is associated with various adaptive functions in individuals, such as attention control, psychological health, and reduction of pain and anxiety (Klainin-Yobas et al., 2016). For example, evidence from (Hwang et al., 2017) suggests that TM can enhance teachers’ sense of well-being and improve their ability to cope with high-pressure demands and emotional needs in teaching.

Saloviita (2020) points out that the successful implementation of inclusive education largely depends on teachers’ attitudes toward it. Attitude encompasses cognitive, emotional, and behavioral components, influencing individuals’ judgments and guiding social behavior. In this context, cognition refers to teachers’ views and concepts regarding inclusive education, emotion pertains to teachers’ emotional experiences related to inclusive education, and behavioral intention refers to teachers’ responses or tendencies in relation to inclusive education (Pit-ten Cate et al., 2018). Individual intentions and attitudes toward a particular event determine their behavior (Avramidis et al., 2019). Therefore, teachers’ attitudes may indeed have an impact on their willingness and effort in implementing inclusive education.

Despite significant efforts by various countries to implement inclusive education, and the general agreement among most teachers, implementing inclusion in mainstream classrooms remains a significant challenge for educators. For example, Van Mieghem et al. (2020) mention that teachers must adjust teaching methods and pace according to students’ special needs while maintaining high overall class performance and engaging in research activities. Crispel and Kasperski (2021) also indicate that although teachers generally have a positive attitude towards inclusive education, they encounter numerous challenges in practice due to a lack of specialized knowledge in special education and teaching methods. Over time, teachers may become concerned about their ability to successfully implement inclusive education and develop a negative attitude. However, there is reason to believe that TM has a positive role in inclusive education. For instance, research by Lavy and Berkovich-Ohana (2020) suggests that TM effectively alleviates teacher fatigue and stress, regulates emotional responses, and enhances the ability to cope with challenges, thereby reducing the pressure on teachers in inclusive education. Kalafatoğlu and Turgut (2019), in their study on mindfulness, also point out that TM may influence teachers’ ability to care for students, which is a crucial factor in inclusive education. Therefore, we believe that under the positive influence of TM, teachers’ attitudes toward inclusive education can undergo significant positive changes.



2.2 TM, empathy, and inclusive education attitudes

Empathy, as an essential ability, has drawn attention from researchers. Empathy is the ability to recognize and share the emotional experiences of others, constituting a positive emotional response. Empathy consists of cognitive and emotional components. Cognitive empathy refers to an individual’s ability to adopt others’ perspectives, understand others’ emotional experiences, and identify these emotional experiences (Blair, 2005). Emotional empathy refers to an individual’s emotional response to others’ emotional experiences, such as sensitivity to others’ emotions and sharing others’ emotional experiences (Reniers et al., 2011). According to Wink et al. (2021), teachers with empathy can empathize with students’ thoughts and feelings from their perspective, adjusting their teaching methods to better facilitate students’ growth. Especially for students with special needs, teachers’ empathy appears to play a crucial role.

TM involves the ability to perceive and recognize one’s own emotional states, and during interpersonal communication, it enhances attention to and understanding of emotional cues from others (Brown and Ryan, 2003). Some researchers suggest that mindfulness interventions can be an effective means to cultivate and improve empathy (Bellosta Batalla et al., 2017). For example, conclusions from neuroscience studies indicate that mindfulness meditation can promote an increase in gray matter volume or density in the brain, thereby enhancing an individual’s self-awareness, emotional regulation, and attention control (Tang et al., 2020). This, to some extent, facilitates an individual’s understanding of others’ thoughts, cognition, and emotions, which are core elements of empathy. Furthermore, Bibeau et al. (2020) point out that individuals, through mindfulness training, can increase opportunities for prosocial behavior and emotion by promoting real-time awareness of others’ suffering, thereby enhancing empathy. Therefore, mindfulness may be a key factor in developing empathy.

In the educational context, empathy is considered a predictive factor for teachers’ positive behavior, especially in inclusive education, where teachers’ empathy plays a crucial role. Inclusive teaching requires that teachers’ educational philosophies and methods meet the individual and collective needs of all students. Moreover, for teachers to create an inclusive and fair atmosphere in the classroom, teacher empathy is a prerequisite (Makoelle, 2019). Navarro-Mateu et al. (2019) point out that empathy can increase teachers’ understanding and care for special-needs students, influencing their attitudes towards them and ultimately shaping their attitudes toward inclusive education. Therefore, teachers with a high level of empathy not only psychologically endorse inclusive education but also, in educational practice, understand the difficulties and needs of students from their perspective. This allows students to feel understood and recognized, and teachers can effectively provide support and assistance in both academic and life aspects (Makoelle, 2019).



2.3 TM, teacher efficacy for inclusive practice and inclusive educational attitude

Self-efficacy refers to an individual’s confidence in their ability to utilize acquired skills to perform a specific job or behavior (Bandura, 1977). This theory has been widely applied in the research field of inclusive education. Numerous studies indicate that teachers’ levels of self-efficacy play a crucial role in implementing inclusive practices (Ahsan et al., 2013; Sharma et al., 2013). Self-efficacy not only influences teachers’ instructional decisions and inclusive education behaviors but is also linked to the concepts, actions, and persistence involved in helping all students succeed (Cardona-Molto et al., 2020). Loreman et al. (2013) suggest that, in the process of implementing inclusive education, teachers’ confidence in their knowledge, skills, and abilities is a key factor for successful implementation. Moreover, teachers with high self-efficacy are more likely to accept students with behavioral issues in regular classrooms and are willing to provide them with differentiated learning services (Soodak and Podell, 1993; Weiss et al., 2019). Therefore, teachers’ self-efficacy in inclusive education is considered a crucial factor influencing the implementation of inclusive teaching.

According to the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model (Demerouti et al., 2001), individuals are prone to overwork and experience symptoms of fatigue when facing high job demands and limited resources. For instance, Hopman et al. (2018) pointed out that teachers often feel emotionally exhausted when dealing with children with highly disruptive behavior over the long term. Although teachers’ self-efficacy can moderate these stresses and fatigue (Putwain and von der Embse, 2019), the recurring emotional events have a more significant impact on individuals’ emotions, work motivation, and well-being than singular major events (Lazarus and Folkman, 1987). Noetel et al. (2019) propose that mindfulness training can help individuals eliminate negative cognitions, alleviate the impact of emotions on work, shift attention to beneficial and task-related situations, and sustain individuals’ confidence and enthusiasm for their work, thereby enhancing self-efficacy levels in the long run.

Teachers’ attitudes toward inclusive education seem to be related to their inclusive efficacy (Sharma et al., 2015; Woodcock et al., 2022). For instance, Özokcu (2018) research found that teachers with higher self-efficacy tend to have more positive attitudes toward inclusive education and students with special needs. Savolainen et al. (2022) also noted that teachers’ self-efficacy contributes to cultivating their inclusive attitudes and willingness to implement inclusive education. The reason behind this is that teachers with higher self-efficacy levels have confidence in successfully implementing inclusive education. Moreover, in practical terms, teachers with high self-efficacy are resourceful and can employ differentiated teaching strategies to support all students, thereby better promoting their development (Breyer et al., 2020). Therefore, teacher efficacy for inclusive practice is likely to have a positive impact on their attitudes toward inclusive education.



2.4 Empathy and teacher efficacy for inclusive practice

The teacher’s empathy is crucial for inclusive teaching practices. With the implementation of inclusive education, the diversity of students increases. Teachers are not only required to provide an equitable education that meets the needs of all students but also to ensure that the education provided is genuinely beneficial to the students. If teachers lack empathy, the extent to which they can achieve this is questionable (Makoelle, 2019). Teacher self-efficacy is the belief that teachers have the capability to take necessary actions to successfully complete specific teaching tasks. It is a belief in one’s own abilities. Teacher self-efficacy involves judgments, beliefs, and feelings about educational values and personal teaching capabilities, significantly influencing teachers’ specific behavioral performances (Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998; Weiss et al., 2019).

Inclusive education aims to focus on students’ strengths, rejecting the labeling and isolation of students based on cognitive impairments and behavioral issues. Moreover, when teachers understand their relationship with both themselves and special students, they can emotionally comprehend the students’ inner worlds, thereby creating a trusting relationship and meaningful learning experiences for the students. Therefore, the ability of teachers to empathize, to consider things from the students’ perspective, is crucial for inclusive teaching (Goroshit and Hen, 2016). Teachers with empathy find a strengthened sense of purpose in their profession, allowing them to sustain the motivation and source of their self-efficacy (Bellah, 2007). Therefore, empathy also plays a driving role in their self-efficacy.



2.5 Current research

While research has already focused on teachers’ inclusive education attitudes, there is currently limited research on the relevant factors and mechanisms influencing these attitudes. This study aims to explore the relationship between TM and primary school teachers’ inclusive education attitudes from a metacognitive perspective, as well as the mechanisms between them. The main questions addressed in this study are: (1) Is TM related to inclusive education attitudes? (2) Does empathy mediate the relationship between TM and inclusive education attitudes? (3) Does teacher efficacy for inclusive practice mediate the relationship between TM and inclusive education attitudes? (4) Do empathy and teacher efficacy for inclusive practice have multiple mediating effects between TM and inclusive education attitudes?

Current Research Based on the above literature review and theoretical basis, the following hypotheses are proposed:


Hypothesis 1: TM is significantly positively correlated with inclusive education attitude.

Hypothesis 2: Empathy plays a mediating role between TM and inclusive education attitudes.

Hypothesis 2a: TM is significantly positively related to empathy.

Hypothesis 2b: Empathy is significantly positively related to inclusive education attitudes.

Hypothesis 3: Teacher efficacy for inclusive practice plays a mediating role between TM and inclusive education attitude.

Hypothesis 3a: TM is significantly positively related to teacher efficacy for inclusive practice.

Hypothesis 3b: Teacher efficacy for inclusive practice is significantly positively related to inclusive education attitude.

Hypothesis 4: Empathy is significantly positively related to teacher efficacy for inclusive practice.

Hypothesis 5: Empathy and inclusive educational efficacy play a sequential mediating role between TM and inclusive education attitudes.
 

The diagram illustrating the theoretical hypothesis for this study is presented in Figure 1.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Theoretical hypothesis.





3 Methodology


3.1 Participants

In this investigation, a random sampling method was employed to select a cohort of 18 primary schools situated in Shandong Province, China. Data collection transpired from March 14 to March 21, 2023, encompassing responses from a total of 606 primary school teachers. The analytical dataset comprised 209 male primary school teachers and 397 female primary school teachers. Detailed demographic information, including gender, age, educational background, primary school location, and primary school nature, for all 606 subjects is presented in Table 1. The distribution of paper questionnaires occurred on-site, with a total of 678 questionnaires disseminated during the study. Of these, 623 questionnaires were returned. Following a meticulous review process that involved excluding questionnaires with evident errors and incomplete responses, a final tally of 606 valid questionnaires was achieved. The effective recovery rate for the questionnaires in this study was determined to be 89.38%. Moreover, it is imperative to note that the Research Ethics Committee of the corresponding author’s institution meticulously conducted a review and granted approval for research ethics, ensuring compliance with the principles outlined in the Declaration of Helsinki.



TABLE 1 Social demographic features of participants (N = 606).
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3.2 Measure


3.2.1 Trait mindfulness

TM among elementary school teachers was measured using the Five Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire (Baer et al., 2006). Deng et al. (2011) translated the scale. This scale has been widely used in previous studies on the Chinese population (Dong et al., 2021). The scale consists of 39 items, including five dimensions of Observe, Describe, ActAware, NonJudge, and NonReact. An example question is, “I tell myself that I should not be feeling the way I’m feeling.” The scale uses Likert-5 scoring (1 = never or rarely, 5 = often or always). In the current survey data, the Cronbach’s α value of the scale was 0.972, and the Cronbach’s α value of the Observe, Describe, ActAware, NonJudge, and NonReact were 0.952, 0.936, 0.938, 0.921, and 0.927, respectively.



3.2.2 Empathy

The Interpersonal Response Index is widely used to assess empathy. The scale was developed by Davis (1980), the Chinese version of the scale was translated and validated by Siu and Shek (2005). This scale has been widely used in previous studies in Chinese populations (Wang et al., 2023). The Chinese Interpersonal Response Index consists of three subscales: Fantasy, Empathetic Concern, and Personal Distress. There are 28 items in the scale. An example item such as, “I really get involved with the feelings of the characters in a novel.” This scale uses Likert-5 scoring (0 = does not describe me well, 4 = describes me well). In the current survey data, the total Cronbach’s α value of the Interpersonal Response Index was 0.930, and the Cronbach’s α value of the fantasy, empathetic concern, and personal distress were 0.841 0.902 and 0.905, respectively.



3.2.3 Teacher self-efficacy for inclusive practice

The study used the Teacher Self-efficacy for Inclusive Practice Scale compiled by Sharma et al. (2012). The scale has good reliability and validity in China and has been widely applied (Malinen et al., 2012; Xie et al., 2022). The Teacher Self-efficacy for Inclusive Practice Scale consists of 18 items, including three factors: efficacy in using inclusive instruction (EUII), efficacy in collaboration (ECO), and efficacy in dealing with disruptive behaviors (EDDB). An example item is “I can set appropriate challenges for children with different abilities.” The scale uses a 6-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree). In the current survey data, the Cronbach’s α value of the scale is 0.924. The Cronbach’s α value of the three subscales were 0.859, 0.806 and 0.902, respectively.



3.2.4 Inclusive education attitudes

The inclusive education attitudes adopts the Teachers’ Multidimensional Attitudes toward Inclusive Education Scale compiled by Mahat (2008). The Chinese version of the scale was translated and validated by Jia Chanjuan and Chunling (2020). The scale consists of 18 items and consists of three dimensions: Cognitive, Affective, and Behavioral. An example question is “I believe that students with a disability should be taught in special education schools.” The scale uses a 6-point Likert scale (1 = strongly agree, 6 = strongly disagree). In the current study, the Cronbach’s α value of the total is 0.894, and the Cronbach’s α value of the three subscales are 0.831, 0.815 and 0.852, respectively.




3.3 Data analysis method

This study uses SPSS 22.0 and Mplus 8.3 to analyze the data. We use SPSS 22.0 to input data and conduct demographic statistics and Pearson correlation analysis among variables. Mplus 8.3 is used for the fit test of the structural equation model and the test of the mediation path. In a structural equation model test, the primary school teacher’s gender, age, educational background, primary school location, and primary school nature of primary school teachers were used as control variables. In this research, we employed the Bootstrap method for data analysis. The core idea of this method is to generate multiple bootstrap samples by randomly sampling with replacement, allowing for the estimation of the distribution of a statistical measure through repeated sampling of these sets. To enhance the robustness and reliability of the results, I conducted 5,000 rounds of Bootstrap sampling.




4 Results


4.1 Common method Bias test

To mitigate the potential issue of method bias arising from the reliance on data sourced from a single report, a rigorous common method bias test was executed as a preliminary step. The Harman single factor test was selected as the methodological tool for this examination. The results revealed the presence of 15 factors with eigenvalues surpassing one, indicating a robust assessment of various dimensions within the data. Crucially, the cumulative variance explained by the first factor pair amounted to only 21.981%, well below the widely accepted threshold of 40% as advocated by Podsakoff et al. (2003). This outcome signifies that there is no significant common method bias concern impeding the validity of the study findings. The comprehensive application of the Harman single factor test, as outlined in this study, provides confidence in the integrity of the data analysis, affirming the absence of substantial methodological bias in the conducted research.



4.2 Descriptive statistical analysis

The correlation analysis was carried out on the scores of all facets of TM, empathy, teacher efficacy for inclusive practice, and inclusive education attitudes. The statistical results demonstrated that all facets of TM were significantly positively related to all facets of empathy, all facets of teacher efficacy for inclusive practice, and all facets of inclusive education attitudes. All facets of empathy were significantly positively correlated with all facets of Teacher efficacy for inclusive practice and all facets of inclusive education attitudes. All facets of teacher efficacy for inclusive practice and all facets of inclusive education attitudes were also significantly and positively correlated (Table 2).



TABLE 2 Means, standard deviations, and correlations of the major study variables.
[image: Table2]



4.3 Structural equation model index test

The Structural Equation Model (SEM) underwent testing utilizing Mplus software and the Maximum Likelihood (ML) method. The fit indices for the structural equation model within this study were as follows: ML χ2 = 305.51, degrees of freedom (df) = 126, χ2/df = 2.425, Comparative Fit Index (CFI) = 0.953, Tucker-Lewis Index (TFI) = 0.940, Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) = 0.048, and Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) = 0.064. All seven indicators associated with the structural equation model demonstrated acceptability, as detailed in Table 3. These results collectively affirm the quality of the constructed model.



TABLE 3 Fit indices of the model.
[image: Table3]



4.4 Test of mediation effect

We employed Mplus to examine the mediation model, and the results of structural equation modeling revealed significant path coefficients for TM, empathy, teacher efficacy for inclusive practice, and inclusive education attitudes.

Specifically, TM exhibited a positive relationship with inclusive education attitudes (β = 0.129, p = 0.005), supporting Hypothesis 1 posited in this study. Furthermore, TM demonstrated a positive association with empathy (β = 0.268, p < 0.001), endorsing Hypothesis 2a. Empathy, in turn, exhibited a positive correlation with inclusive education attitudes (β = 0.213, p < 0.001), substantiating Hypothesis 2b. Additionally, TM displayed a positive association with teacher efficacy for inclusive practice (β = 0.162, p = 0.001), confirming Hypothesis 3a. The relationship between teacher efficacy for inclusive practice and inclusive education attitudes was positive (β = 0.473, p < 0.001), supporting Hypothesis 3b. Lastly, empathy positively related to teacher efficacy for inclusive practice (β = 0.308, p < 0.001), corroborating Hypothesis 4. Refer to Table 4 for detailed results.



TABLE 4 The direct effect of the research paths and research model hypothesis analysis.
[image: Table4]

Table 5 delineates the indirect paths of structural equation modeling in this study. Empathy was identified as a mediator in the relationship between TM and inclusive education attitudes (β = 0.032, p = 0.005), with the 95% confidence interval for the path coefficient ranging from 0.014 to 0.059. This finding substantiates Hypothesis 2, and the mediating effect accounted for 19.16%.



TABLE 5 The indirect effect of the research paths.
[image: Table5]

Similarly, teacher efficacy for inclusive practice was identified as a mediator in the relationship between TM and inclusive education attitudes (β = 0.042, p = 0.008), with the 95% confidence interval for the path coefficient ranging from 0.016 to 0.080. This result supports Hypothesis 3, and the mediating effect accounted for 25.15%.

Furthermore, empathy and teacher efficacy for inclusive practice were found to sequentially mediate the relationship between TM and inclusive education attitudes (β = 0.022, p = 0.004), with the 95% confidence interval for the path coefficient ranging from 0.010 to 0.040. This outcome supports Hypothesis 5, with the mediating effect accounting for 13.17%. Refer to Figure 2 for a visual representation of these relationships.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 Structural equation model. TM, Trait mindfulness, TEIP, Teacher Efficacy for Inclusive Practice; IEA, Inclusive Education Attitudes; FS, Fantasy; EC, Empathic Concern; PD, Personal Distress; EUII, Efficacy in Using Inclusive Instruction; ECO, Efficacy in Collaboration; EDDB, Efficacy in Dealing with Disruptive Behaviors.





5 Discussion

Based on the above research results, we found that the TM of primary school teachers can significantly and positively influence their inclusive education attitudes. This result validates our research hypothesis. TM can impact teachers’ caring abilities toward students (Kalafatoğlu and Turgut, 2019), reduce teachers’ tendency to be “self-centered,” contribute to improving teachers’ caregiving capabilities, and enhance the level of relationships between teachers and students. Additionally, TM can effectively alleviate teacher fatigue and exhaustion, enhance their ability to face challenges at work, and adequately address emotional needs in teaching (Lavy and Berkovich-Ohana, 2020). These beneficial qualities of TM have positive effects on the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral components of attitudes. Therefore, TM can significantly enhance the inclusive education attitudes of primary school teachers.

The results of this study indicate that empathy plays a mediating role between TM and inclusive education attitudes, with a mediation effect value of 19.16%. In other words, TM can influence the inclusive education attitudes of primary school teachers through empathy. This result confirms our research hypothesis. The effectiveness of mindfulness training in cultivating empathy has been supported by various studies (Hölzel et al., 2011; Bellosta Batalla et al., 2017). The attentional characteristics of mindfulness can help individuals recognize subtle emotional states in themselves and others, promoting understanding of others’ emotions (de la Fuente-Anuncibay et al., 2020). Additionally, at the emotional level, mindfulness contributes to cultivating an individual’s unconditional love, sympathy, and forgiveness towards others (Wu et al., 2019). Therefore, in the inclusive education system, primary school teachers with high empathy can profoundly understand the challenges and needs faced by special children from their perspective. This profound understanding often evokes feelings of compassion, leading teachers to care more about the children and be more willing to establish closer relationships with special children, thereby fostering a positive attitude towards inclusive education.

Additionally, this study found that the efficacy for inclusive practice of primary school teachers plays a mediating role between trait mindfulness and inclusive education attitudes, with a mediation effect value of 25.15%. In other words, TM can enhance the inclusive education attitudes of primary school teachers through their efficacy for inclusive practice. This result confirms our research hypothesis. Mindfulness is related to psychological empowerment and a sense of confidence (Perez-Blasco et al., 2013). This implies that individuals with high levels of mindfulness can generally better control their thoughts and emotions, thereby enhancing their self-efficacy. Teachers’ self-efficacy is crucial for teaching practices; it not only affects teaching effectiveness but also influences teachers’ efforts and professional identity (Martin and Mulvihill, 2019; Chen et al., 2020). Therefore, for primary school teachers involved in inclusive education, those with higher levels of mindfulness can better overcome challenges in their work, enhance self-efficacy, and ultimately have confidence in the successful implementation of inclusive education.

In addition to discovering that empathy and efficacy for inclusive practice play mediating roles in trait mindfulness and inclusive education attitudes, this study also found that empathy and efficacy for inclusive practice play a sequential mediating role in trait mindfulness and inclusive education attitudes. Teachers with empathy can proactively understand students’ individual situations and provide more care to students. Moreover, the more cognitive and emotional resonance teachers have with students, the more they can influence teachers’ perceptions of student behavior (Meyers et al., 2019). As Mercer et al. (2016) suggest, when teachers empathize with students, they strive to provide better education for them. Therefore, when teachers in inclusive education show empathy towards students with special needs, they gain a deeper understanding of the students’ situations and make ample teaching preparations. Thus, teachers with empathy often have stronger self-efficacy in their teaching.

This study provides practical insights for elementary school teachers involved in inclusive education. Firstly, schools and other educational institutions should actively organize mindfulness intervention training to enhance the mindfulness levels of elementary school teachers. On one hand, professionals can be hired to provide teachers with various types of mindfulness training programs, such as Mindfulness-based Cognitive Therapy and Mindfulness-based Stress Reduction. On the other hand, schools can incorporate mindfulness training into teacher training programs, helping teachers learn to manage and regulate their negative emotions, enhance their ability to cope with challenges, and build courage. Secondly, empathy training should be implemented to enhance teachers’ educational care. For example, experiential training and mindfulness training can be conducted to improve inclusive teachers’ interpretation skills of the behaviors of students with special needs, better meeting their needs in learning and daily life. Finally, to enhance teachers’ efficacy for inclusive practice, schools can establish integrated education professional training systems for teachers, helping them acquire relevant knowledge in special education and providing guidance for curriculum design and teaching development in inclusive education. Simultaneously, efforts should be made to strengthen teachers’ practical skills in inclusive education, such as regularly conducting group discussions, on-site observations, and case studies, helping teachers gain more practical experience to foster a more positive attitude towards inclusive education.



6 Limitations and future research directions

This study provides theoretical and practical guidance on how to improve the inclusive education attitudes of elementary school teachers. However, the study also has some limitations. Firstly, the teacher sample in this study was selected based on voluntary participation, which may have resulted in a selection bias, as these teachers might have had inherently positive attitudes toward inclusive education. However, measuring attitudes is a complex concept in itself. This is a questionnaire study and that teachers’ responses may be influenced by social desirability. Therefore, teachers’ actual attitudes and behaviors may be different in practice, and this should be observed in field studies. Secondly, while empathy is crucial for teachers and ensures the extent to which they provide support for students, some researchers have pointed out that if teachers’ empathetic behavior is not adequately supervised and if they overly prioritize students, it may lead to emotional exhaustion for teachers (Makoelle, 2019). Therefore, it cannot be assumed that stronger teacher empathy is always better. Finally, this study employed a cross-sectional design, which may not fully reflect the long-term effects of the variables. Future researchers could use longitudinal or intervention study approaches for a more in-depth measurement to examine whether these study results can be replicated.



7 Conclusion

The results of this study indicate a positive correlation between primary school teachers’ TM and their inclusive education attitudes. TM not only influences inclusive education attitudes through empathy but also affects inclusive education attitudes through efficacy for inclusive practice. Additionally, the study found that empathy and efficacy for inclusive practice play a sequential mediating role between primary school teachers’ TM and their inclusive education attitudes. This research not only enriches the research findings in the field of inclusive education for primary school teachers but also provides a theoretical foundation for studying the inclusive education attitudes of primary school teachers. Furthermore, the study offers a detailed explanation of the psychological mechanisms behind the impact of primary school teachers’ TM on inclusive education attitudes, providing direction for schools to implement mindfulness-based intervention programs.
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