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Associations of self-perceived competence, well-being and sense
of belonging among pre- and in-service teachers encountering
children with diverse needs
In this article, we sought to determine the extent to which pre- and in-service
teachers’ self-perceived competence is associated with sense of belonging and wellbeing during special education teacher studies, as well as determine whether there
are differences among these factors between pre-service and in-service teachers.
These are areas in which there is currently a shortage of research. Our data were
collected using a survey with close-ended questions. The respondents consisted of
58 in-service and 29 pre-service teachers, aged 21-56 years. Data were analysed
utilizing quantitative methods. The findings revealed that the respondents
demonstrated generally high levels of engagement and low to moderate levels of
burnout. The results further indicated that the respondents reported themselves to be
most competent when dealing with children of drug-related family abuse and less
competent in working with children with severe disabilities. Although well-being and
self-perceived competence were associated, we could not find any associations
between these factors and the sense of belonging. Given the theoretical and
empirical evidence, a deeper understanding of the factors relating to teachers’ ability
to encounter diverse needs is unquestionably needed. The key findings are
discussed in detail, and practical implications for teacher education are given.
Keywords: Diverse needs; special education; sense of belonging; well-being;
competence; inclusion; teacher education

Introduction
There has been a strong shift towards more inclusive educational settings where children with
diverse needs i and backgrounds ii are placed in mainstream contexts (e.g. Ferguson 2008;
Savolainen 2009; Pesonen et al. 2015). These inclusive settings can create a climate that
supports a sense of belonging for all individuals (Pesonen 2016). For example, children and
teachers can feel personally included, accepted and supported in the classroom and in the
entire school community. Significantly, successful experiences of feeling accepted, which
can lead to feelings of a strong sense of belonging, improve a person’s overall well-being
(Baumeister and Leary 1995). School teachers who have such competencies and values,
including the belief that every child can succeed, support a sense of belonging for the adults
(e.g. teachers and classroom assistants) as well as the children in the inclusive setting
(Pesonen 2016). Yet teachers who work in an inclusive classroom without such
characteristics and values may experience challenges in coping at work (Skaalvik and
Skaalvik 2011). For instance, feelings of inadequacy and an inability to carry out their work
in a meaningful way are rather common among teachers (Brouwers and Tomic 2000;
Hakanen, Bakker, and Schaufeli 2006; Montgomery and Rupp 2005). Children’s challenging
behaviours, emotional and social problems, as well as potential adverse living conditions at
home may be seen as demands causing strain for teachers who in turn are predisposed to a
high risk of burnout (Bakker et al. 2004; Demerouti et al. 2001; Hakanen 2009; Buchanan
2010). Simultaneously, teachers’ work can be highly motivating and inspiring, and its basic
elements can contribute to satisfaction and well-being (Estola, Erkkilä, and Syrjälä 2003;
Nislin 2016; Rantala and Määttä 2011).
The globally increasing numbers of inclusive settings require teachers to have the kinds of
competencies that enable them to address the needs of all students (Paju et al. 2015). In
Finland, a three-tier support model requires all teachers to identify a child’s support needs as
early as possible, based on the teachers’ classroom observations of struggling students
(Thuneberg et al. 2013). Furthermore, the ethos of Finnish educational policy emphasises
neighbourhood school attendance for all children, which includes the ideological aim of
preventing segregated school arrangements for those with special educational needs
(Ahtiainen 2017). Owing to the shift towards more inclusive settings, teachers benefit from
being able to reflect on their attitudes towards inclusion (Campbell, Gilmore, and Cuskelly,
2003). Reflection on attitudes consists of self-reflection to the extent that teachers consider

themselves to be skilful and competent in teaching children with diverse needs (e.g. children
with disabilities or severe mental health problems) or from various backgrounds (e.g. children
who are maltreated or neglected) (Nislin et al. 2015). Positive values and a belief in inclusion,
which in practice can appear as abilities to meet the needs of all children, can support a sense
of belonging for both children and teachers in school contexts. For example, such attitudes
towards inclusion might be visible as frequent, warm interactions with school colleagues and
children, which in turn creates belongingness (Ma 2003; Prince and Hadwin 2012). In
contrast, individuals (e.g. teachers) who constantly experience challenges in forming and
maintaining relationships with others (e.g. teacher-student relationship) or have difficulty
meeting their need to belong are likely to experience ill effects (e.g. depression) (Juvonen
2006; Prince and Hadwin 2012).
Teacher education thus plays a significant role in educating qualified and skilful future
teachers, and specifically special education teachers, who have a philosophy that supports
belonging in their professional working environments. It is highly important that, during the
course of their studies, qualifying teachers master the skills and knowledge they will need in
working life and develop a strong professional identity in order to take up the challenges that
the profession will pose (Onnismaa, Tahkokallio, and Kalliala, 2015). Those competencies
acquired during university studies help teachers adapt to their new work and prevent coping
problems from arising (Klusmann et al. 2012), which in turn might have negative effects on
their sense of belonging (Baumeister and Leary, 1995). Experiencing a strong sense of
belonging during university studies, with warm relationships with other students and faculty,
can protect student teachers’ well-being (e.g. Freeman, Anderman, and Jensen 2007). For
example, university studies can facilitate interactions among the students, as well as provide
an opportunity to share and explore opinions, values, beliefs and identities. Moreover, this
can shape their values about diverse learning needs, encouraging them to be more open and
accepting. Such experiences of acceptance along with rewarding and positive relationships
with fellow students can lead to positive relationships with other people later in life and to
improved social outcomes (see e.g. Murray and Greenberg 2000).
To guarantee the best possible outcomes for graduating teachers, it is important to consider
their overall well-being (which can be linked with a strong sense of belonging) already during
their studies. Coping mechanisms during university study are predictors for early career
work-related well-being (Salmela-Aro, Tolvanen, and Nurmi 2009).

Well-being, sense of belonging and self-perceived competence among pre- and in-service
teachers
In this study, we focus on well-being, sense of belonging and self-perceived competence
among pre- and in-service teachers. In-service teachers already hold an education degree with
a teacher qualification and are currently in a special education teacher qualification
programme (60 ECTS). Pre-service teachers are degree students who are majoring either in
early childhood education or special education.
Well-being is defined by the concepts of study burnout and study engagement in order to
capture the dual nature of well-being (Hakanen 2009). Stress and burnout are commonly used
terms to describe the coping problems caused by a mismatch between the demands and
resources that individuals encounter in studying or working. Burnout is a serious and chronic
state caused by prolonged coping problems, characterized by exhaustion, cynicism and
decreased professional self-esteem (Maslach, Schaufeli, and Leiter 2001; Maslach 2003;
Schaufeli, Leiter, and Maslach 2008). Engagement on the other hand is a positive antithesis
to burnout, as study and work can encourage enthusiasm and motivation (Schaufeli and
Bakker 2004) and can positively enhance well-being. Schaufeli et al. (2002, p. 74-75) define
engagement as “a positive, fulfilling state of mind, that is characterized by vigor, dedication
and absorption.” This concept tries to capture the multidimensional nature of engagement,
which involves aspects of behaviour (vigour), emotion (dedication) and cognition
(absorption). Students with high levels of engagement are full of energy, show dedication to
and involvement in their studies and are so immersed in their studies that time flies (Salanova
et al. 2010; Schaufeli et al. 2002; Vasalampi et al. 2009).
Furthermore, a sense of belonging is a fundamental element linked to well-being (e.g.
Baumeister and Leary 1995; Juvonen 2006). The role of a sense of belonging in pre- and inservice teachers’ well-being is understudied, especially in relation to the associations between
a sense of belonging and self-perceived competence. Sense of belonging is defined in the
literature as the extent to which an individual feels included, respected, accepted and
supported by others in a variety of different social contexts (Baumeister and Leary 1995;
Hagerty et al. 1992). For example, during the years of university education or continuing
qualification programs, students’ feelings of self-acceptance and of acceptance by others
create strong feelings of belonging. This in turn can increase overall well-being (Baumaister

& Leary 1995). Research further suggests that the lack of sense of belonging can lead to
severe physical and psychological health problems, such as depression (Baumaister and
Leary 1995; Juvonen 2006; Pesonen 2016).
We found numerous generic studies on university students’ sense of belonging to the
university community that also are positively related to overall physical and mental wellbeing (e.g. Freeman, Anderman, and Jensen 2010; Hoffman et al. 2002). Similarly, there are
studies focusing on university students’ well-being which demonstrate that academic
performance is related to study engagement and burnout (e.g. Upadyaya and Salmela-Aro
2011; 2009). Furthermore, studies have shown that competence (e.g. self-efficacy,
pedagogical knowledge) is associated with teachers well-being at work and job performance
(Lauermann and König 2016; Klassen and Chiu 2010). In this study, the aim is not to explore
the multidimensional structure of competence, but rather to capture pre- and in-service
teachers’ self-perceived and reported ability to work with children with diverse needs. In
other words, this self-concept of ability is examined by asking the student teachers to identify
their self-perceived competence to work with children with various needs and backgrounds.
We failed to locate any studies focusing on pre- and in-service teachers’ self-perceived
competence or the extent to which competence is linked to their sense of belonging and wellbeing. We expect that our findings are similar to earlier research in study engagement,
burnout and sense of belonging (e.g. Juvonen 2006; Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2011). To be
more precise, we expect that experiences of sense of belonging are positively related to wellbeing. One purpose of our study is to determine whether a strong sense of belonging is
associated with better well-being as well as with better self-perceived competence in dealing
with children with diverse needs. Because there appears to be no previous research
investigating those underlying mechanisms, specifically among and between pre- and inservice teachers, this study adds significantly to the existing literature.
Research objectives:
1. The first aim is to examine the connections between pre- and in-service teachers’
burnout and engagement, their sense of belonging and their self-perceived
competence in working with children of diverse needs and backgrounds (Figure 1).

2. The second aim is to determine whether there are differences in well-being, sense of
belonging and self-perceived competence between pre-service teachers and in-service
teachers.
Figure 1. Theoretical model of the associations between sense of belonging, well-being and
self-perceived competence

Methods
Participants
This study is part of an international comparative project conducted in Hong Kong and
Finland in the years 2017-2018. Participants in this sub-study were from the University of
Helsinki. The participant data were drawn from pre-service teachers in early childhood
education and special education degree programmes and in-service teachers attending a
special education qualification programme. There were 58 in-service and 29 pre-service
teachers. Participants (female n=76, male n=11) were 21-56 (M=35, 9, SD=9, 97) years old.
Students attending the special education qualification programme were in-service teachers
(e.g. kindergarten, primary and secondary schools, vocational schools) who had already
earned a master’s or a bachelor’s degree, with a minor in special education (25 credit points),
teacher qualification studies and working experience in teaching. Demographics are
presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the in- and pre-service teachers.
N

Mean

SD

min

max

In-service

52

39.4

8.8

22

56

Pre-service

28

29.3

8.7

21

47

total

80

35.9

10.0

21

56

In-service

51

33.4

23.1

0

130

Pre-service

27

27.3

34.5

0

150

total

78

31.3

27.5

0

150

N

%

>5

12

20.7

5-10

19

32.8

10-20

16

27.6

Age

Credit points /Special ed.

Working years
In-service

<20

11

18.9

total

58

100

>5

23

79.3

5-10

4

13.7

10-20

2

7

<20

0

0

total

29

100

N

%

male

9

15.5

female

49

84.5

total

58

100

male

2

6.9

female

27

93.1

total

29

100

Pre-service

Gender
In-service

Pre-service

Data were collected with online questionnaires on pre- and in-service teachers’ background
characteristics and their self-perceived competence in dealing with children with diverse
needs and backgrounds. Participants completed a background questionnaire consisting of age,
gender, educational information and working experience related questions. Well-being was
assessed using surveys of engagement (UWES-S) and burnout (MBI-SS), and sense of
belonging was assessed using the Psychological Sense of School Membership instrument.

Measures
Study engagement
Study engagement was measured using a Schoolwork Engagement Scale developed by
Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya (2012), originally adapted from the Utrecht Work Engagement
Scale (UWES) by Schaufeli et al. (2002). The instrument measures student engagement
characterized by vigour (‘I was full of energy when studying’), dedication (‘I found my study
useful and meaningful’), and absorption (‘I forgot everything around me when studying’).
Questions were answered on a 7-point scale (1 = totally disagree, 7 = totally agree). The
Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .95. In the analysis, the sum variable of total study
engagement was used. The cut-off scores presented in the UWES manual were used to
determine low, moderate and high levels of study engagement.
Burnout
Study burnout was measured using a School Burnout Inventory developed by Salmela-Aro,
Näätänen, and Upadyaya (see Salmela-Aro and Näätänen 2005; Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya
2009). In this study, the inventory was modified to fit the university context better. The SBI
includes 9 items measuring a three-dimensional structure of burnout: 1) Exhaustion: ‘I feel
overwhelmed by my studies’); 2) Cynicism: ‘I feel lack of motivation for my studies and
often think of giving up’; 3) Sense of inadequacy: ‘I often feel inadequate in my studies’. The
answers were rated on a 6-point Likert scale (1=strongly disagree to 6=strongly agree). The
sum variable of total burnout was used in later analyses. Cut-off scores presented in the MBI
manual were used to determine low, moderate and high levels of burnout. The Cronbach’s
alpha for burnout scale was .88.
Sense of belonging
The student teachers’ feelings of belonging were rated on a five-item scale (ranging from 1,
‘not at all true’, to 5, ‘completely true’), thereby measuring the participants’ sense of
belonging to the university community and their feelings of being supported and accepted by
their peers and university faculty. University belonging was assessed utilizing the 18-item
Psychological School Membership scale (Goodenow 1993), which was modified and
translated into Finnish for purposes of this study (see e.g. Niemi and Hotulainen 2015). The
scale included items that were about feeling accepted and included in the university (e.g. ‘I

feel like a real part of this university’) and feeling supported and respected by the teaching
staff (e.g. ‘Teachers at this university respect me’, ‘The teaching staff is interested in me’) as
examples. Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was .86.
Self-perceived competence in working with children with diverse needs
Further, we asked participants to identify their self-perceived competence. We focused solely
on pre- and in-service teachers’ self-perceived and reported competence in working with
children with diverse needs and backgrounds. In the survey we included specific types of
needs and backgrounds as follows:
1. children with disabilities
2. children who had experienced trauma
3. children with a minority religious family background
4. children from LGBT families
5. children with parents who abuse alcohol and/or drugs
6. children with serious health problems
Participants were asked to identify whether they felt competent to work with children from
each of the groups named. Answers were rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1=not competent at
all to 5=Highly competent). The Cronbach’s alpha for the self-perceived competence scale
was .75.
Analysis
The survey data consisted of close-ended questions about student teachers’ well-being, their
sense of belonging, competence and perceptions about teacher education in preparing student
teachers to work with children having diverse needs. The Likert-type survey data were
analysed with quantitative methods. Descriptive statistics for study variables were
distinguished. Study engagement, burnout and sense of belonging did not follow normal
distribution, and therefore non-parametric tests were used. To analyse the associations
between variables, we used bivariate correlations with Spearman’s correlation coefficient.
Differences in study variables between in-service and pre-service teachers were calculated
using the Mann-Whitney U-test. In the case of variables with more than two groups, the

Kruskall-Wallis test was used. Effect sizes for the comparisons were calculated by dividing
the U statistic from the Mann-Whitney test by the product of the two sample sizes (PS = U/
(n1 × n2). Data were analysed with IBM SPSS statistics version 25.

Results
Firstly, descriptive statistics for study engagement and burnout, sense of belonging (SEBE)
and competence were distinguished. The results are presented in Table 2.
Table 2. Descriptive statistics for wellbeing, sense of belonging and self-perceived
competence and comparisons between in- and pre-service teachers.

N

M

Sd

Median

min

max

Burnout
In-service

57

2

0.7

2

1

3.3

Pre-service

29

2.6

1.1

2.4

1

4.7

total

86

2.2

0.9

2.1

1

4.7

Engagement
In-service

57

5

0.8

5

2.7

6

Pre-service

29

4.5

0.9

4.2

2.8

6

total

86

4.8

0.9

4.8

2.7

6

Sense of belonging
In-service

57

2.5

0.6

2.4

1.5

3.7

Pre-service

29

3.4

0.5

3.6

1.6

4

total

86

2.8

0.7

2.8

1.5

4

Overall competence
In-service

58

3.2

0.6

3.3

1.9

4.7

Pre-service

29

3.2

0.7

3.1

2.1

5

total

87

3.2

0.6

3.3

1.9

5

U

Sig.

PS

555

0.017

0.35

570

0.025

0.34

215.5

<.001

0.13

802.5

0.83

ns.

Notes: U=Mann Whitney U-test,Effect size: PS = U/(n1 × n2)

On average, pre- and in-service teachers demonstrated high levels of engagement and mainly
low or moderate levels of burnout. In general, student teachers felt most competent in
working with children from LGBT families and were less well prepared to work with
children having severe disabilities. Pre-service teachers showed more SEBE than in-service
teachers.

Research objective 1: Associations between pre- and in-service teachers study well-being,
sense of belonging and self-perceived competence
To answer Study Question 1, several correlation analyses (Spearman’s correlation
coefficient) were conducted, and the results are presented in Table 3. We could not find any
correlations between sense of belonging and self-perceived competence, but these were
associated with both burnout and study engagement. Furthermore, well-being variables
correlated with several diverse needs categories in self-perceived competence.
Table 3. Correlations between background characteristics, wellbeing, sense of belonging and
self-perceived competence.

Correlations

Spearman's
rho

1Gender
2Age

1
1.00

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

-0.15

1.00

0.04

-.393**

1.00

4WorkExperience

-0.13

.784**

-.460**

1.00

5CPs in SpecialEd

-0.15

.364**

-.323**

.327**

1.00

0.10

.436**

-0.21

.456**

0.10

1.00

7Burnout

-0.04

-.404**

0.08

-.360**

-0.09

-.606**

1.00

8SenseofB

.217*

-.385**

.370**

-.401**

-0.22

-0.13

0.18

1.00

9Competence

-0.06

.238*

0.09

.290**

0.19

.289**

-.232*

0.01

1.00

0.05

0.11

-0.01

0.07

0.23

.259*

-0.17

0.13

.433**

1.00

-.227*

.295**

0.00

.380**

0.15

.272*

-0.12

-0.11

.692**

0.15

1.00

12Religious

0.06

0.16

-0.02

.220*

-0.01

.233*

-0.14

0.09

.617**

0.04

.437**

1.00

13LGBT

0.03

-0.19

0.20

-0.16

0.15

-0.05

0.08

0.08

.542**

0.09

0.10

.270*

1.00

14Drugs

-0.19

.243*

-0.02

.366**

0.20

0.20

-0.21

-0.01

.744**

.214*

.515**

.358**

.385**

1.00

15Health

-0.14

.308**

0.12

.319**

0.06

0.15

-0.19

-0.04

.670**

.214*

.574**

.396**

0.16

.493**

3Program

6Engagement

10Disab
11Trauma

Notes: * p<.05 , ** p<.01

15

1.00

As we observed that sense of belonging was not associated with competence (p>.05) nor with
study engagement and burnout (p>.05), there was no need for further analysis. Study
engagement and burnout were associated with competence, so we examined their relations to
competence in greater depth. Participants were categorized according to their level of
engagement and burnout as either low, moderate or high. However, in comparisons,
participants in different engagement and burnout groups did not differ significantly in their
self-perceived competence (Table 4).
Table 4. Self-perceived competence in low, moderate and high study burnout and study engagement
groups
Self-perceived competence

N

M

Sd

Median

Min

Max

Burnout
Low

25

3.4

0.69

3.4

2

5

Moderate

53

3.2

0.58

3.14

1.86

4.71

High

7

2.9

0.65

2.7

2.29

4

Total

85

Engagement
Low

6

2.8

0.49

2.9

2.29

3.43

Moderate

24

3.1

0.61

3.07

2

4.14

High

55

3.3

0.63

3.3

1.86

5

Total

85

H

Sig.

PS

4.94

p=.085

ns

5.97

p=.057

ns

We further wanted to investigate how background variables such as age, gender and working
experience are linked to well-being, sense of belonging and competence. These results are
presented in Table 5.

Table 5. Differences in study variables according to age, gender and working experience

Research Objective 2: Differences between pre- and in-service teachers
Our second aim was to determine differences between pre-service and in-service teachers in
study engagement, burnout and sense of belonging. Additionally, we tested whether preservice and in-service teachers differ in their self-perceived competence in dealing with
children with diverse needs. Mann-Whitney U-tests were run, and the results of the tests are
presented in Table 2. We found that in-service teachers demonstrated fewer symptoms of
burnout and higher engagement than pre-service teachers. However, pre-service teachers

showed stronger sense of belonging compared to in-service teachers. In-service and preservice teachers did not differ in their self-perceived competence in working with children
with diverse needs and backgrounds (p>.05).
Discussion
This study examined pre-service and in-service teachers’ well-being, sense of belonging and
self-perceived competence in dealing with children with diverse needs. Our study contributed
to the research literature in several ways. The aim was to learn more about the factors that are
associated with pre- and in-service teachers’ self-perceived competence and the extent to
which well-being and belonging to a university community potentially are linked to teachers’
readiness to cater to and meet the diverse needs of children from various backgrounds.
Although our study could not confirm all the connections presented in the theoretical model
(Figure 1), which was intended to illustrate the complex relationships among the variables, it
does shed light on important research topics that should be studied further and utilized in
teacher education. Our study is novel in suggesting that well-being and competence in
dealing with children with diverse needs are associated factors among in-service and preservice teachers. Although with our cross-sectional study design we were unable to
demonstrate the direction of these associations between key variables and how they emerge,
we did discover encouraging findings, which are discussed in some detail below.
Our findings relating to pre- and in-service teachers’ well-being are in line with previous
literature on teacher professionalism, which has demonstrated that better well-being is linked
to better performance (Hakanen, Bakker, and Schaufeli 2006; Bakker and Bal 2010).
Still more interesting is that comparisons according to age group or working experience did
not confirm any significant differences in overall self-perceived competence among these
teachers. However, differences were found self-perceived competence in various diverse
needs categories among older and more experienced participants, as these teachers were more
competent in dealing with children with severe health problems or who were traumatized or
had experienced family drug abuse. Older participants may already have life experiences that
can contribute positively to their self-experienced competence.
We found that only age and working experience were associated with self-perceived
competence, whereas credit points in special education did not have any link to self-perceived

competence. Similarly, no differences in self-perceived competence between pre-service and
in-service teachers were found. We believe that skills and knowledge in working with
children with diverse needs and backgrounds are acquired during studies, in working life and
in everyday life. Teacher education and training provide an important foundation for those
skills and for basic understanding about diverse learners, but overall, competence appears to
be shaped throughout one’s career, for example, in collaboration with colleagues (e.g.
Heikkinen, Jokinen, and Tynjala 2012; Lofthouse and Thomas 2017).
Contrary to our expectations sense of belonging was not associated with well-being. Sense of
belonging did not correlate with burnout nor were associations with engagement found. This
is a rather interesting finding as previous studies have demonstrated associations between
sense of belonging and emotional disturbances such as depression or anxiety (e.g. Juvonen
2006; Pesonen, Kontu and Pirttimaa 2015; Pesonen et al. 2016). One explanation may be that
the participants in our study were generally highly engaged and showed rather few symptoms
of burnout. This, however, is a positive result, and shows how motivated and engaged preand in-service teachers are in their studies, especially in-service teachers.
Similarly, lack of associations between the well-being variables and sense of belonging can
be due to the characteristics of our participant groups. We found that pre-service and inservice teachers differed in their experience of sense of belonging, with pre-service teachers
demonstrating higher levels. This can be explained by the fact that full-time degree students
(e.g. pre-service teachers) take part more frequently in university community activities (e.g.
student activities and clubs), which leads them to feel a sense of belonging (Freeman,
Anderman, and Jensen 2007).
Furthermore, participation and interaction with fellow degree students can be explained by
students’ developmental status as late adolescents, whereas in-service teachers are older with
more life experience and therefore may feel more sense of belonging in their present work
community than they did in their study contexts (see e.g. Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2011). The
instrument used in the current study was formulated to assess sense of belonging particularly
in a study context, and therefore our results cannot give any further explanations for the
participants overall sense of belonging. Nevertheless, the instrument gives us an estimate of
the pre- and in-service teachers’ feelings of togetherness during their special education
teacher studies.

Teacher education has an important role to play in providing qualifying teachers the kinds of
attitudes and values that create a school climate that welcomes all students to participate and
feel accepted. The most recent report by a steering group of the Finnish Ministry of
Education raised concerns about in-service teacher competencies and qualifications (Finnish
Ministry of Education and Culture 2017). Specifically, there is a lack of teachers with special
education qualifications for working with students with disabilities (e.g. significant learning
and developmental disabilities). Also relatively few teachers have competence in educating
children with severe health problems (e.g. mental health illnesses) (Kokko et al. 2014; Kontu
et al. 2017). The report recommended more in-depth in-service training for teachers as well
as broader integration of special educational content into teacher education (Finnish Ministry
of Education and Culture 2017). This is in line with our findings, which demonstrate that preand in-service teachers are less competent in dealing with children with severe disabilities
and children who are traumatized.
Limitations and future directions
There are several limitations to this study that should be taken into account when interpreting
the results. Our sample size was fairly small; a larger size would have been needed for more
explanatory power. Additionally, due to the heterogeneous participant groups the results can
be biased. In our sample, we had both pre-service and in-service teachers from different
backgrounds and with different teaching experience. For example, in-service teachers from
different school levels were grouped together because our small sample size did not allow us
to analyse them separately. Such grouping would definitely be worth re-considering in future
studies with a larger sample size. The scale we used in measuring pre- and in-service
teachers’ self-perceived competence could not capture the multidimensional nature of
competence (including e.g. self-efficacy and pedagogical knowledge); instead, it offered
simply a glimpse into a self-experienced and reported ability. Although our aim was to
identify the participants’ competence to work with children from the six different groups of
diverse needs by utilizing a five-point Likert scale, the scale might not be the most
convincing way to measure this concept. More objective methods such as classroom
observations during teacher training could be useful in detecting pre- and in-service teachers’
core skills in working with children with diverse needs and backgrounds. Additionally,
collecting data from multiple measurement points during teacher training perhaps could give

a broader perspective and valid information regarding the developmental nature of selfreported competence.
In the next phase, our aim is to study and compare the underpinnings of well-being, sense of
belonging and self-perceived competence with multiple methodologies in order to attain a
broader understanding of the phenomenon. A mixed-methods approach will be utilized in the
next stage of the research. We will collect interview data to probe more deeply into the data
patterns. With various data sources, we will not only gain a broader understanding of the
phenomenon, but also will be able to develop the theoretical model further. For example,
with more data sources and a longitudinal study design, it might be possible to explore the
causal effects between the study variables.
Conclusion
Our study is timely, given that the increase in inclusive educational arrangements requires
that teachers today have the abilities and skills to identify and use appropriate strategies to
support children with various needs and backgrounds (Engelbrecht and Savolainen, 2017;
Savolainen et al. 2012). For example, in Finland, supporting students with diverse
educational needs is mandatory, as stated in the educational system’s three-tiered support
model (see the Basic Education Act 642/2010; Basic Education Act 628/1998). Much
emphasis has been placed on the educational arrangements for children with various types of
support needs in order to reduce segregated schooling (Finnish National Board of Education
2014). Instead, children with and without diverse needs are being placed in the same
classrooms, the aim being to provide them with support in their present settings (Thuneberg
et al. 2013). The inclusive education settings have appeared to challenge teachers’
professional competence and coping skills, especially by students having moderate or
significant and multiple disabilities or severe mental health problems (Ojala 2017; Kontu et
al. 2017). Our study also suggests a similar trend in accordance with these findings, as preand in-service teachers reported less self-perceived competence in these areas. Further studies
are unquestionably needed in order to confirm these findings and to gain research-based
content for teachers training programs.
However, to mention a positive notion in our data, pre- and in-service teachers appear to be
highly engaged in their studies. This might reflect the fact that teacher education succeeds in
offering qualifying teachers a basis for developing their professional identities. In Finland,

teaching is a highly respected profession, and the Finnish educational system is characterized
by trust in the teachers (Pesonen et al. 2015; Sahlberg 2010). This might explain why teacher
preparation programmes attract engaged candidates, as seems specifically to be the case
among in-service teachers obtaining special education teacher qualifications.
The phenomenon under investigation in the current study appears to be multidimensional and
its various factors are challenging to verify with the present data. We consider it is necessary
to collect further interview data using a sequential mixed-methods approach in order to
understand better the complexity of the theoretical model, and thereby re-evaluate the
potential functionality of the model, for example. Overall, further studies focusing on the
underpinnings of the sense of belonging, well-being and self-perceived competence in
working with children with diverse needs are unquestionably needed in order to develop an
understanding of the associations among these factors.
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‘Diverse needs’ refers to children with disabilities, for example.
‘Diverse backgrounds” refers to children who are maltreated or neglected, for instance.

