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ABSTRACT 

JENNIFER COX 

ATTITUDES REGARDING INCLUSION AND PERCEPTIONS OF SUPPORT OF 

EARLY CHILDHOOD TEACHERS IN TEXAS 

 

DECEMBER 2013 

 This qualitative study used a phenomenological approach to explore the attitudes 

and perceptions of early childhood teachers in Texas in relation to serving children with 

and without disabilities in an inclusive setting. A purposive sample of fourteen early 

childhood teachers working in public school settings in Texas participated in this study. 

Data were collected through the use of an online survey and synchronous online focus 

groups. Following completion of the online survey and focus groups, five participants 

chose to continue in the study and complete a face to face interview which was audio 

recorded and later transcribed by the researcher.  

 Survey, focus group and interview questions were written to help discover 

participants’ experiences related to the two research questions which guided this study. 

1. What are early childhood teachers’ perceptions regarding the inclusion of 

students with disabilities in their classrooms?  

2. What are early childhood teachers’ perceptions in relation to support and 

preparation for the inclusion of students with disabilities in their classrooms? 
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Data collected through the online survey and during the online focus groups and face to 

face interviews were sorted and analyzed for themes and subthemes. The following 

themes emerged from the data: benefits, challenges, need to individualize, collaboration, 

in district training, administrative support, and pre-service training.  

 Participants discussed the belief that inclusion provides benefits for children with 

disabilities and without disabilities, but also creates challenges related to meeting the 

needs of all children. Due to the perceived challenges, participants expressed the desire to 

individualize students’ inclusion opportunities. In some cases, it was explained that the 

challenges may be too great and individualized schedules related to the amount of time or 

the part of the day when a child with a disability is served in the general education setting 

needs to be considered. In regards to support and preparation, participants discussed the 

helpfulness of collaborating with other professionals, and attending in district training. 

Participants’ attitudes and beliefs about administrative support and pre-service training 

were mixed.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Many teachers are providing instruction to young children with and without 

disabilities in the same classroom environment. Due to parents advocating for the 

opportunity for their children to participate in educational settings with nondisabled 

peers, more programs are striving to meet the needs of all children in the same classroom 

(Yssel, Engelbrecht, Oswald, Eloff, & Swart, 2007). In addition, federal mandates which 

require special education services be provided in the least restrictive environment 

(Devore & Russell, 2007; Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act, 

2004) with typically developing peers have impacted the number of children with 

disabilities being educated alongside typically developing peers. This movement towards 

inclusion is also taking place in many places around the world: Australia, Canada, China, 

Singapore, Turkey, and The Netherlands (Bradshaw, 2009; Campbell, Gilmore, & 

Cuskelly, 2003; Hastings & Oakford, 2003; Leyser & Kirk, 2004; Sharma, Forlin, & 

Loreman, 2007; Tait & Purdie, 2000). Nationally, public school conversations about 

serving young children with disabilities with their typically developing peers are based on 

the concept of Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) discussed in the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA). According to Taylor (2004), LRE has 

been a topic discussed in relation to student services and placement for
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over 40 years, but even after this length of time LRE issues and inclusion of children 

between the ages of 3-5 years continues to be a concern. Young children with disabilities 

are being served with nondisabled peers at much lower rates than school age children 

(DeMonte, 2010). As of 2005 only 33-34% of children between the ages of 3-5 years 

were served in a program designed for nondisabled children (Boylan & Goldman, 2005; 

DeMonte, 2010). This rate is much lower in the state of Texas, with only 5% of children 

with disabilities between the ages of 3-5 years being served in natural settings for young 

children, where you typically find 3-5 year old children (Boylan &Goldman, 2005). 

For the first part of the 20th century, children with disabilities were rarely included 

in public school education (Office of Special Education Programs, 2007). In 1975, the 

United States government passed the Education for All Handicapped Children Act 

(Krahmal, Zirkel, & Kirk, 2004; Office of Special Education Programs, 2007). The goal 

of this law was to provide a free and appropriate public education for all children. In 

2004, Congress reauthorized the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement 

Act, 2004 (IDEIA) which placed a greater emphasis on where students with disabilities 

receive special education services. IDEIA states that students with disabilities should be 

educated with typically developing peers to the greatest extent possible. The placement of 

the student is required to be in the least restrictive setting, which means more students 

with disabilities should be served in general education classrooms.  

Currently, 6.5 million children receive special education services in public 

schools. According to the U.S. Department of Education (2010), in 2005 54.2% of 
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students with an identified disability spent at least 80% of their school day in a general 

education class. This is an increase from 2000 when the rate was 46.5% and from 1990 

when the rate was 33%.Teachers also reported the amount of time students with 

disabilities spent in the general education classroom increased between the school years 

2003-2004 and 2004-2005 (Carlson et al., 2008). Public schools are not the only 

programs which provide services for children with disabilities. Fifty-eight percent of 

mothers with a child who has a disability is employed outside of the home and must 

locate childcare (Booth-Laforce & Kelly, 2004). The number of children with disabilities 

educated in settings with typically developing peers and the amount of time spent in the 

general education setting has increased over the last two decades and has generated a 

need for research to understand the experience of teachers in this endeavor.  

Statement of Problem 

University training for early childhood teachers currently takes place with two 

different foci. Teachers are trained in developmentally appropriate practices in early 

childhood programs or in early childhood special education (Darragh, 2007; Mitchell & 

Hegde, 2007). In Texas, different teaching certifications are required for different 

teaching positions (Texas Administrative Code, 2010). There are different certifications 

that allow teachers to work with children between the ages of three and five years. 

Teachers may hold a general education certification which includes early childhood, such 

as the early childhood through sixth grade certification. Individuals may also work with 

children who are three, four or five years old if they have passed a certification exam and 
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hold a certification in special education which includes the age group of early childhood 

such as the Special Education EC-12 certification. Many teachers may have started 

teaching in classrooms that were designated early childhood or early childhood special 

education classrooms. As societal and governmental expectations have evolved, many 

teachers are now expected to teach in newly developed inclusive settings (Devore & 

Russell, 2007; Henning & Mitchell, 2002; Mitchell & Hedge, 2007; Van Reusen, Shoho, 

& Barker, 2000).These newly developed settings have created a need for research related 

to how teachers experience serving children in these new collaborative classroom 

settings. 

 Researchers have examined the attitudes of teachers toward children with 

disabilities (Barr & Bracchitta, 2008; Campbell, Gilmore, & Cuskelly, 2003; Tait & 

Purdie, 2000), inclusion taking place in older grades, and administrative support about 

educational innovations (Van Den Berg, Sleegers, & Geijsel, 2001). However, research 

has been limited in the area of early childhood inclusion. Specifically, there has been 

little research which examines the perceptions of early childhood teachers related to the 

support they receive to create positive inclusive environments which support children 

with diverse needs and developmental levels.  

Barr and Bracchitta (2008) report many teachers may have limited experiences 

with individuals with disabilities (Campbell, Gilmore, & Cuskelly, 2003; Tait & Purdie, 

2000). Teachers embarking upon this innovation in education may begin the process with 

different feelings and attitudes. This study will provide early childhood teachers the 
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opportunity to express their attitudes about inclusion and to discuss perceptions of 

different types of support. The researcher will explore the impact of types of professional 

training and support from administrators by providing the early childhood teachers 

opportunities to share their perspectives. As more programs strive to meet the federal 

mandate to provide opportunities for young children with disabilities to be educated in 

classrooms with typically developing peers, more teachers will be required to teach a 

more diverse group of students.  

Rationale 

Over the last few decades researchers have studied the impact of inclusion. Many 

studies have focused on specific outcomes for children both with and without disabilities 

(Buysse & Bailey, 1993; Hundert, Mahoney, & Hopkins, 1993; Odom, 2000). 

Researchers have also focused on family experiences (Hurley & Horn, 2010) and 

teaching strategies that teachers can put in place to ensure the successful inclusion of 

children with disabilities in early childhood classrooms (Bygdeson-Larsson, 2005; Cross, 

Traub, Hutter-Pishgahi, & Shelton, 2004).This study provided teachers who work with 

three, four, and five-year-olds an opportunity to share their experiences of providing 

inclusive services for preschool children with and without disabilities and allowed the 

researcher to gain a better understanding of the teachers’ attitudes towards inclusion and 

their perceptions of support. 
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Statement of Purpose 

 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore early childhood teachers’ 

attitudes about inclusion and their perceptions of support in relation to providing 

inclusive services for children. The phenomenological design of this study gave teachers 

of three, four and five year olds the opportunity to share their experiences related to 

providing inclusive services to children with and without disabilities. Many researchers 

have studied how teachers’ beliefs and attitudes impact the implementation of change 

within the school setting (Tait & Purdue, 2000; Campbell, Gilmore, & Cuskelly, 2003; 

Barr & Bracchitta, 2008). This study provided a small group of teachers of young 

children in Texas the opportunity to share their experiences regarding inclusion and 

provided the researcher with the opportunity to better understand the teachers’ attitudes 

towards inclusion and perceptions of support.  

Research Questions 

 The purpose of this phenomenological study was to allow a small group of 

teachers of three, four and five-year-olds in Texas to share their experiences of teaching 

in an inclusive setting. The questions that guided this study were: 

1. What are early childhood teachers’ perceptions regarding the inclusion of 

students with disabilities in their classrooms?  

2. What are early childhood teachers’ perceptions in relation to support and 

preparation for the inclusion of students with disabilities in their classrooms? 
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Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical frameworks used to inform this study were Bronfenbrenner’s 

Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and Lewin’s Change Theory (1947). 

These theories provided a lens through which to explore the phenomenon. Each theory 

related to a different aspect of the experience of teaching in an inclusive classroom.  

Ecological Systems Theory 

The Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) recognizes the 

bidirectional relationship between the environment and the actions of growth of those 

who function within the environment (Bronfenbrenner & Mahoney, 1975; Darling, 2007; 

Darragh, 2007; Odom et al., 2004). Inclusion is impacted by and has impacted multiple 

levels in the environment. Governmental mandates have changed the school 

environments and are related to parental and societal expectations. These macro level 

influences then impact teachers’ roles, attitudes, and needs for training, which in turn 

impact the school environments. The school environment also plays a role as teachers, 

families, and administrators interact and influence each other.   

 This study acknowledged the interaction between these multiple levels of the 

environment. The diversity of needs in early childhood classrooms has changed as a 

result of the legislation of ADA and IDEIA. As a result of these laws, teachers of young 

children are expected to serve children with a wide range of ability levels. School 

administrators and support providers such as curriculum specialists, behavior specialists, 

and itinerant therapists also play a role. These staff members are responsible for 
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providing the support that individual teachers need to be successful while providing 

educational services in inclusive settings.  

Lewin’s Change Theory 

 The participant teachers’ shared experiences were reviewed in relation to the 

process of change described by Lewin (1947). Lewin first began exploring the process of 

change when assigned the task of helping change the eating habits of American families 

during World War II (Miner, 2005). As a result of working with American housewives 

during this project he identified three phases of change: unfreezing, changing, and 

refreezing (Lewin, 1947; Miner, 2005; Schein, 1996). The researcher analyzed the 

teachers’ reported experiences in relation to the developmental stages of early childhood 

teachers and the phases of change developed by Lewin (1947).  

Philosophical Perspective 

This study employed phenomenology which is a philosophical perspective from 

which scientific processes have been developed (Giorgi, 2000; 2010; Jonas, 1994). 

Husserl (1969) saw phenomenology as a way to create a science of understanding 

experiences and philosophy (Husserl, 1969; Jonas, 1994). Phenomenology strives to 

create, from observations, a description of an experience (Giorgi, 2000; Jonas, 1994; 

Moustakas, 1994). The purpose of phenomenology is not to discover a causal 

relationship. It is a qualitative perspective which strives to reveal an understanding of an 

experience with rich descriptions (Finlay, 2009; Flood, 2010) and recognizes the 

importance of the lived experience of both the participant and the researcher. When 
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conducting phenomenological research, the researcher must put aside any biases or 

preconceived expectations and approach the topic with a naiveté. This process is called 

epoche (Husserl, 1969; Moustakas, 1994). The researcher is just as much a part of the 

research as are the participants. Humans are part of their environment and influenced by 

the subtleties of each experience (Finlay, 2009). Therefore a researcher’s interpretation of 

the data will be impacted by his or her own beliefs about the world, culture and the topic 

of inquiry.  

 In phenomenology, the researcher is exploring a phenomenon or an experience 

(Moustakas, 1994). In order to explore the experiences of another, there must exist a 

relationship between the individual experiencing the phenomenon and the researcher who 

cannot experience the same phenomenon (Giorgi, 2000). As part of this relationship, the 

one who experienced the phenomenon describes the experience and the researcher then 

uses these descriptions to create meaning. However, before the researcher is capable of 

this joint relationship and truly understanding the other lived experiences he or she must 

examine his or her own ideas, feelings, and judgments about the phenomenon 

(Moustakas, 1994). The researcher must be aware of his or her own thoughts before he or 

she can truly understand another’s experiences through reflection of the other’s 

descriptions. In an effort to acknowledge personal beliefs and experiences, the researcher 

wrote about her own experiences related to early childhood inclusion and also informed 

participants of her own experiences in the field.  
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Researcher’s Perspective 

The researcher holds teaching certifications in general education, special 

education and deaf education. The researcher has served as a general education teacher in 

an inclusion setting for students with hearing impairment, as an itinerant teacher for 

students with hearing impairments, and as a general education teacher in early education 

grades. Her first teaching position was in a collaborative program with a Regional Day 

School Program for the Deaf in Texas and a university program. She served as a general 

education preschool teacher in a classroom where half of the students were diagnosed 

with a hearing impairment and half of the class had no identified disability. Each 

classroom was staffed with a general education preschool teacher, a teacher certified in 

deaf education and two teacher aids.  

The researcher has also worked as an itinerant teacher for students with hearing 

impairments. In this position, she was responsible for providing direct services to 

students with hearing impairments and providing consult services to general education 

and special education teachers who also worked with the same students with hearing 

impairments. She has also taught in general education first and second grade classrooms.  

 As a curriculum specialist in a school district’s special education department, the 

researcher has worked with many general education and special education teachers who 

report different beliefs and attitudes concerning the inclusive services they provide. She 

has been engaged with teachers who support inclusive practices and who strive to learn 

more about effective classroom practices to help all children be successful. She has 
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supported teachers in self-contained special education classrooms who have reported the 

small class with instruction driven towards addressing deficit areas is the most effective. 

She has also worked with teachers who as a result of government mandates and district 

expectations have changed the setting within which they teach. This transition has not 

been an easy one for all teachers. In an effort to provide teachers an opportunity to give 

words to their experiences, to express their beliefs, and to identify strategies for decision 

makers to put supports in place to help this transition, the researcher conducted this study.  

Definitions of Terms 

 For the purposes of this particular study, terms were defined in the following 

ways:  

Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) is defined as the classroom setting where 

children with disabilities are educated with typically developing children as much as 

possible and are able to make progress towards their education goals (IDEIA, 2004). 

Each student’s LRE can vary based on educational needs. One student with a disability 

may be successful in the general education classroom with minimal support. Another 

student may need more support or specialized instruction that limits his or her time in the 

general education classroom (Cross, Traub, Hutter-Pishgahi, Shelton, 2004). 

Inclusion in this study is defined as students with disabilities being educated in a 

classroom with typically developing peers for the entire class time or part of the class 

time. 
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Itinerant Service Providers are educational staff members who regularly travel to 

visit students in need of specialized services. Itinerant services providers may visit 

homes, childcare centers, preschools, or other places children would naturally be present. 

The itinerant staff may work directly with the child to provide educational services or 

may consult with the general education teacher to support the learning taking place 

(Dinnebeil, Pretti-Frontczak, & McInerney, 2009). 

Pre-service training is the training received by teachers before beginning their 

teaching career. This may have been part of a university program or alternative 

certification program. 

In-service training is training which teachers receive during their time as active 

teachers. In-service training may be required training by the district or program or may be 

training opportunities teachers seek on their own. 

Delimitations 

 

 The purposive sample of this study included participants who teach in inclusive 

early childhood classrooms in Texas public schools. Their students were children 

between the ages of three and five years. This study did not examine the perceptions of 

teachers in other grade levels or teachers who have not taught in an inclusive setting. The 

researcher only explored the experiences of early childhood teachers in Texas. All of the 

participants had access to the internet. This study did not explore the success of inclusion 

or teaching strategies used by teachers, but centered on the attitudes of the teachers 

regarding inclusion and their perceptions of support.  
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Summary 

Inclusion is based on a societal belief that all individuals have a right to 

participate in their community (DEC/NAEYC, 2009). Inclusion is also a federal mandate 

that has had an impact on early childhood classrooms over the last few decades. As a 

result of Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA) and the 

Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) many public and private early childhood 

programs are now serving children with disabilities in the same classrooms as typically 

developing children. This has created the need for innovation on program campuses. This 

expectation of inclusion is having an impact on teachers whose career requirements have 

changed. Using a phenomenological approach, this study examined how teachers 

perceive these changes and the support available as they provide inclusive services. 
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CHAPTER II 

 

REVIEW OF THEORY AND LITERATURE 

 This phenomenological study provided teachers of young children an opportunity 

to share their attitudes towards inclusion and their perceptions of support. The 

experiences of this particular group of teachers have not been documented in detail and 

this study aimed at developing a better understanding of this phenomenon. Teachers of 

young children in classrooms with and without disabilities in preschool classrooms face 

complexities that other teachers do not experience. In an effort to better understand the 

complexity of this topic, a review of current literature was completed. This chapter 

reviews literature related to the theories used to frame this research and the research 

previously conducted associated with the topic of inclusion, attitudes towards inclusion 

and individuals with disabilities and the experience of teachers facing changes of their 

required instructional practices. First, a brief history of inclusion internationally and in 

the United States will be reviewed. Next, a discussion of Ecological Systems Theory 

(Brofenbrenner, 1979) and Lewin’s Change Theory (Lewin, 1947) will be discussed. 

Both of these theories were used to guide the study of inclusion specifically related to 

teachers in early childhood classrooms. Both theories were expected to be useful in 

understanding the factors involved in teachers and the experience of teaching in an 

inclusive classroom. Ecological System’s Theory helped frame the complex system of 

people and ideas involved and impacted in the process of inclusion. Lewin’s Change 
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Theory was helpful in designing the study, specifically the questions used during the 

online focus groups and face to face interviews, but due to the specific experiences of the 

participants, Lewin’s Change Theory proved to be of limited help in analyzing the data 

and discussing the findings.  

 After the discussion of theories and ideas used to inform the completion of this 

study, a review of literature is included and contains a summary of specific topics of 

inclusion literature such as attitudes toward individuals with disabilities, educational 

innovation, training, and administrative support. In addition, recommendations related to 

inclusion published by two prominent professional organizations are included. Both the 

National Association of Education of Young Children and the Division of Early 

Childhood, a division of the Council for Exceptional Children, has published a joint 

position statement on inclusion. This is significant to the discussion on inclusion because 

not only is it mandated by legislation, but inclusion has recently been officially addressed 

by the professional organizations that guide the practices of both early childhood teachers 

and special education early childhood teachers (DEC & NAEYC, 2009; Cross, Salazar, 

Dopson-Campuzano, & Batchelder, 2009; Hurley & Horn, 2010). 

Review of Inclusion in Education 

 Inclusion in education has been a topic addressed from multiple perspectives 

around the world. The United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization 

(UNESCO), United States federal law, and professional organizations provide guidance, 

expectations and rationale for ensuring all children are educated and those with 
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disabilities are allowed access to their community and education services with typically 

developing peers. The following review of inclusion in education will discuss global and 

national expectations and discussions regarding inclusion, barriers to inclusion in early 

childhood, and service delivery models for providing inclusive services. 

Inclusion and the International Movement 

Inclusion of children with disabilities in general schools and classrooms is an 

international movement (Blândul, 2010). In 1994, the World Conference on Special 

Needs Education took place in Salamanca, Spain. The meeting was organized by the 

United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). 

Participants in the meeting included representatives from 92 governments and 25 

international organizations (United Nations Educational, S. n., 1999). Out of this meeting 

a statement referred to as, “The Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action on 

Special Needs Education” was developed (Blândul; United Nations Educational, S. n.; 

UNESCO, 1994). The statement issued a call for inclusive education for all children 

around the world regardless of disability or special need. Based on the ideas represented 

in the statement, all children around the world should be provided with opportunities for 

inclusive education, not simply as a way to ensure appropriate educational opportunities 

but to also fight discrimination (Blândul, 2010; UNESCO, 1994). “A change in social 

perspective is imperative. For far too long, the problems of people with disabilities have 

been compounded by a disabling society that has focused upon their impairments rather 

than their potential.” (UNESCO, 1994, p. 7) Based on the Salamanca Statement, schools 
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should be child centered and offer pedagogy that meets all students’ needs. Educational 

professionals should be prepared to meet the needs of all students and not expect children 

to meet particular characteristics before joining their peers regardless of gender, 

language, economic status or ability level. The Salamanca Statement also recommends 

educators have high expectations for children with disabilities. Students with disabilities 

should be provided the support needed to work towards the general curriculum. Due to 

the need for high expectations, a different curriculum is not recommended. The role of 

school administrators is acknowledged and they are encouraged to lead their staff and to 

create a positive environment and expectation of success for all students. The entire 

school staff should be considered responsible for the success of all students. “Each school 

should be collectively accountable for the success or failure of every student. The 

educational team, rather than the individual teacher, should share the responsibility for 

the education of special needs children” (UNESCO, 1994, p. 24)  Universities and 

institutions responsible for training teachers also play a role by providing training that 

prepares future teachers with the skills to accommodate instruction and provides 

information about disabilities. 

Inclusion and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA, 2004) 

requires that students be educated in the least restrictive environment and have access to 

general education. For early childhood students with disabilities this means that they are 

educated in settings where you would naturally find typically developing young children 
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educated and that they have access to the state standards for children of the same age 

(Etscheidt, 2006). IDEIA states  

To the maximum extent appropriate, children with disabilities, including children 

in public or private institutions or other care facilities, are educated with children 

who are not disabled, and special classes, separate schooling, or other removal of 

children with disabilities from the regular educational environment occurs only 

when the nature or severity of the disability of a child is such that education in 

regular classes with the use of supplementary aids and services cannot be 

achieved satisfactorily (IDEIA, 2004, p. 118 STAT. 2677) 

States however have not always been required to provide services to 3-5 year old 

children (DeMonte, 2010). In 1975, the Education for All Handicapped Education Act 

(EAHCA) set the expectation that districts serve students with disabilities between the 

ages of three and twenty-one; however, states could be exempted from this requirement if 

serving 3-5 year old children was not part of their typical practice. In 1985, only 10 states 

and the District of Columbia had adopted policies to serve all 3-5 year old children with 

disabilities and there were great debates about financial responsibility. Some argued the 

cost of serving all young children was a financial strain and others argued that serving 

young children saved money in the long run. In 1986, the EAHCA was amended to 

include more incentives for serving young children. Based on these changes in policy, 

states also were given until 1991 to start serving all eligible 3-5 year old children or states 

would lose funds.  
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Despite the emphasis Congress has placed on LRE and the need to provide 

services in a natural setting, inclusive opportunities are still an issue for young children. 

According to DeMonte (2010), “Despite Congress’s expressed preferences, preschool 

children with disabilities are included in regular and inclusive environments less often 

than school age children with disabilities” (p. 172). In the United States in 2005, 60.3% 

of 6-11 year old students were educated primarily in general education settings. During 

the same year, the number of 3-5 year old students served in an inclusive setting was 

significantly lower with only 33% of 3-5 year old students being served in general 

education or natural settings (Boylan & Goldman, 2010). The rate in Texas was even 

lower with only 5% percent of young children in Texas with disabilities being served in 

general education or natural settings.  

Barriers to Inclusion in Early Childhood 

One barrier to serving young children in natural settings where 3-5 year old 

children would typically be found is the lack of typically developing young children 

being served by school districts (DeMonte, 2010; Etscheidt, 2006). One of the primary 

reasons a 3 or 4 year old child would attend public school is because of the presence of a 

disability. School districts struggle to locate settings where both children with and 

without disabilities are served together.   

Courts have also been inconsistent in regards to LRE issues related to young 

children (DeMonte, 2010). When parents and school districts have disputed over school 

placement for young children, the courts’ interpretations of LRE and early childhood 
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have varied. Some courts have stated if school districts do not already serve typically 

developing preschoolers, they are not required to develop a new program to create 

educational opportunities with typically developing peers. However, in Board of 

Education of LaGrange School District v. Illinois State Board of Education (1999) the 

court found for the parents and required the school district to pay for a private school 

placement for a student (DeMonte, 2010). The school district originally offered a 

placement in a class primarily for students with disabilities on a regular elementary 

campus. The district argued that because it was at a regular school it was an appropriate 

setting. The school district then offered a placement in a Head Start setting. Because the 

particular child involved in the case was not considered “at risk” and did not qualify for 

Head Start, both the parents and the court agreed that this was not a natural or truly 

general education setting for the child. Therefore, the district did not have an appropriate 

placement within the district and was required to pay for placement in a private preschool 

program.  

Another barrier to inclusion in early childhood is the different types of training 

the teachers may receive. Teachers trained in early childhood and those trained in special 

education often are prepared to provide instruction based on different theoretical 

frameworks (Walls, 2007). Early childhood teachers’ training is often based on 

constructivism and Developmentally Appropriate Practices (DAP) and special education 

teachers’ training is based on behaviorism or more explicit instruction (Carta, Schwartz, 

Atwater, & McConnell, 1991; Harris & KIein 2002; Walls, 2007). An early childhood 
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teacher may view learning as unfolding based on interaction with the environment and 

view the teacher’s role differently than a teacher whose training is in special education. A 

special education teacher may have been trained to provide more teacher directed, 

individualized instruction. Based on these theoretical differences, instructional strategies 

used by these two types of teachers are often different. Teachers of young children have 

often been trained to believe that children create their own learning through interaction 

with the environment and creating learning opportunities and expectations ahead of 

where the child is functioning can result in skills that are rote and non-functional (Carta 

et al., 1991). Too much teacher directed instruction or external motivation can interfere 

with learning or cause stress for the child. In contrast, the early childhood special 

education teacher is expected to provide instruction to help develop a skill that is not 

expected to develop naturally. This typically involves explicit instruction focused on a 

specific skill that is expected to develop within a specific timeframe. For some children 

with disabilities, instruction on how to make choices, use materials, or initiate interaction 

is needed before they can interact with the environment in ways that children without 

disabilities can interact (Carta et al., 1991; Walls, 2007).  

DEC/NAEYC Position Statement 

In 2009, the Division of Early Childhood and National Association for the 

Education of Young Children partnered and published a joint position statement on 

inclusion (Cross et al., 2009; Hurley & Horn, 2010; DEC & NAEYC, 2009). The two 

pre-eminent organizations regarding early childhood education and early childhood 



22 
 

special education worked together to create a clear definition of inclusion and suggestions 

for using the document to improve services for young children. 

According to DEC and NAEYC (2009), inclusive services recognize the right of 

all individuals to belong and to actively participate in their community and community 

programs (Cross et al., 2009; Hurley & Horn, 2010). Inclusive practices allow for all 

children to experience a sense of attachment and connection with the community 

(DEC/NAEYC). All children have the right to develop friendships and interact within the 

community. Access to opportunities to grow and learn are also the understood right of all 

children. Based on the recommendations in the joint position statement, quality inclusive 

programs should provide access to all children by providing the accommodations and 

supports needed. Professionals should be sensitive to the difficulties some families may 

face in accessing services. Different changes to the environment or activities may need to 

be made so more children can participate. Support services may also be required to allow 

for all children to participate. Therapists and other support professionals may work 

collaboratively to provide the appropriate services to children. Programs that are 

successful have high expectations for all children, have an agreed upon philosophy, have 

plans for delivering needed services, and have high standards for staff and professional 

development.  

Models of Inclusion 

One model used for serving a diverse group of students is co-teaching. In this 

model, there are two certified teachers, typically one certified in general education and 
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one certified in special education, teaching in the same classroom (Friend, 2007). Both 

teachers are equally responsible for planning, instruction, and assessment (Kloo & 

Zigmond, 2008) but their focus may be different (Friend, 2007). The general education 

teacher is the content expert (Friend, 2007). He or she has a good understanding of the 

curriculum and what needs to be taught and when. The special education teacher provides 

expertise in the areas of supporting learning and providing different ways for students to 

exhibit learning. He or she is able to address the different ways the material may need to 

be delivered based on individual student needs. In a co-teach setting it is believed that 

both children with and without disabilities benefit from the lower student to teacher ratio 

and the variety of teaching methods used (Friend, 2007; Stuart, Connor, Cady, & Zweifel, 

2006). Co-teaching also addresses some of the issues related to students being pulled out 

of the general education class for special education services (Stuart et al., 2006). When 

students leave the classroom for special education services, they miss the instruction 

taking place in the classroom. When the special education services are provided in the 

classroom by a co-teacher, students do not miss what is taking place in the classroom, 

and they benefit from two professionals working to provide the needed support to make 

academic progress.  

Pugach and Winn (2011) reviewed research regarding co-teaching and found that 

often co-teachers who have volunteered to work together often have more positive views 

of co-teaching. When teachers have not volunteered, conflict is more common. Pugach 

and Winn (2011) also discussed role confusion and the needs of the special education 
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teacher. It can be difficult to ensure that both teachers feel ownership and that one of the 

teachers does not play the role of an assistant in the classroom. Another barrier to co-

teaching is limited time. Successful co-teaching requires planning time and collaboration 

between the two teachers. The availability of the amount of time needed to meet and plan 

can be a challenge.  

The consultation model is another method for supporting young children with 

disabilities in general education settings (Dinnebeil, McInenrey, Hale, 2006; Dinnebeil, 

Pretti-Frontzak, & McInerey, 2009). In the consultation model, an early childhood special 

education teacher visits a classroom to either work directly with the student to provide the 

specialized instruction required by the student’s IEP (Individualized Education Program) 

or to provide information and support to the general education teacher required to meet 

the requirements stated in the student’s IEP. When the consultation model is used, the 

general education teacher is primarily responsible for the instruction of all the students in 

his or her class including those with disabilities. The consulting service providers 

collaborate with the general education teacher to provide strategies and research based 

methods for addressing concerns related to the progress of students with disabilities. 

Musti-Rao, Hawkins, and Tan (2011) recommend a specific problem solving process be 

used when a general education teacher is working with a consultant. The first step of the 

process is to build a relationship. Next, the two educators determine the concern to 

address and analyze the problem. After reviewing data to analyze the area of concern, an 

intervention plan is devised and then evaluated.  
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Review of Theory 

 Two theories will be used to frame this study. Both Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological 

Systems Theory (1979) and Lewin’s Change Theory (1947) provide lenses through 

which inclusion and the experiences of teachers can be explored. The following section 

will provide a more in-depth explanation of the theories and how they relate to current 

study.  

Review of Ecological Systems Theory 

 Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory is often used by researchers when 

examining inclusion (Brofenbrenner, 1979, Darragh, 2007). Teachers’ lives are impacted 

by multiple people and programs. Teachers’ roles are influenced by students in their 

class, campus staff and administration, parents, community and legislation. Each of these 

areas of influence fit into different systems described in Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological 

Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 

Brofenbrenner explains that the different aspects of the environment in which an 

individual interacts can be divided into four different levels (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 

Garvin, 1991; Swick & Williams, 2006). The first level is called the microsystem and 

refers to the parts of the environment in which the individual is directly involved. This 

would include the work environment for a teacher. The mesosystem refers to those areas 

of life that include the individual and two other settings. For example, the relationship 

between the school and home would be part of the mesosystem. The individual is part of 
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both environments but the relationship between the two areas has a dramatic impact on 

the individual. The third level is called the exosytem and refers to the connection between 

two factors in which the individual is not directly involved. The coworkers’ families and 

families of the students are included in the exosystem. Finally, the macrosystem includes 

all of the cultural factors that are part of the individual’s life. The political, religious and 

cultural beliefs are all influences on the development and behavior of an individual and 

are part of this level. This relates to teachers, inclusion and the influence legislation has 

on inclusion (Krahmal, Zirkel, & Kirk, 2004).  

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Theory (1979) was used by Guhn (2009) to explore 

the characteristics of successful school reform programs. The two programs which Guhn 

focused were the School Development Program and the Child Development Project. 

Guhn conducted a meta-analysis of the two programs and explained that the 

characteristics of the successful programs included multiple components to the program 

and quality interactions between the components. Success could not be explained by one 

specific quality but the interaction between multiple characteristics.  

 Lewthwaite (2006) also relied on Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory to explore 

the personal and environmental influences on teachers’ use of a science program in a 

rural school system in rural Canada. The researcher wanted to explore the multiple 

factors that could be influencing delivery of science instruction.  

As well, Bronfenbrenner (1979) further suggests that these engines are context-, 

time- and process-dependent. This implies that the factors that influence a 
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teacher’s ability to successfully deliver a science program cannot be generalized 

but, instead, are multi-system in nature and unique to each individual taking into 

account their personal attributes; the context in which their development takes 

place; the time at which the development process is occurring; and the processes 

each person experiences in fostering successful science curriculum delivery 

(Lewthwaite, p. 4-5) 

The Science Curriculum Implementation Questionnaire (SCIQ) and qualitative 

discussions were used to explore the factors related to implementation of the science 

program as well as discussions with teachers. After analysis of the quantitative and 

qualitative data, the author explained the teachers acknowledged the influencing factors 

from the immediate environment or the microsystem. The researcher also discussed the 

influence of the superintendent and administrative stakeholders that are not part of the 

campus culture but who would be considered part of the exosystem as well as the societal 

and legal influences that fall into the macrosystem.  

Review of Change Theory 

 Kurt Lewin studied the process of change extensively and developed a change 

theory that was used to inform this study (Lewin, 1947). He explained change as 

occurring in three stages; unfreezing, moving and refreezing. This is important in relation 

to inclusion because for many teachers, the increase in inclusion is requiring a change to 

their normal work expectations (Mitchell & Hedge, 2007; Wilkins & Nietfeld, 2004). 

Many early childhood teachers were trained to work either with typically developing 
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young children or with students with special needs (Mitchell & Hedge, 2007; Wilkins & 

Nietfeld, 2004); therefore, the understanding of Lewin’s Change Theory will be used as a 

lens through which to examine the process of change many teachers may experience 

when new classroom expectations are required of them.  

 Kurt Lewin’s Change Theory has been used to explain the process of change 

within an organization or group of individuals (Lewin, 1947, Timmins, 2008; Ting-Ting, 

2006; Schein, 1996). Organizations naturally strive for a level of equilibrium. In order for 

individuals to begin the process of change they must acknowledge the need to change. 

Identification of the focus of change and acknowledgement of the need to change is 

considered the unfreezing stage. During the change stage, there needs to be some force 

that increases the need to change over the desire to stay the same. Once the force to 

accept the change occurs, then the change can begin to occur. After the change has 

occurred, support and resources are needed in order to reach a new level of equilibrium. 

This stage is referred to as the refreezing stage.   

According to Lewin (1947), for this process to take place, the teachers will need a 

motivation to change the current way of teaching (Timmins, 2008; Ting-Ting, 2006; 

Schein, 1996). According to Ting-Ting (2006), those involved in the change should be 

allowed to contribute to the process of planning. Lewin (1951) believed that a step by 

step process is the preferred method of introducing change because it helps relieve some 

of the resistance. Those responsible for developing the policies and campus practices of 

inclusion should also ensure that the correct supports and resources are available to foster 
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the refreezing and the organization reaching a new state of equilibrium (Ting-Ting, 

2005). 

Silva and Langhout (2011) completed an ethnographic study focused around the 

use of Lewin’s theory to create social change in a classroom of first graders. The first 

graders were using negative stereotypes. The teacher brought the concern to the group as 

part of identifying the area needing change or unfreezing. The moving phase was 

addressed by providing opportunities for reflection and discussing the lives of artists from 

different social groups. The students were able to discuss their emotions regarding the 

lives of the artists. Reflecting on emotions and beliefs is an important part of the moving 

stage. Finally, the refreezing stage was achieved when a new way of doing things was 

reached. In this example, the teacher provided opportunities for the students to become 

agents of change. The students also began to respond to their peers using negative 

stereotypes when communicating. Before the change process, the teacher was responsible  

for responding to slurs or negative statements of students. After the process, students did 

use negative stereotypes at times, but the other students would respond and correct fellow 

students.  

Review of Literature 

Encouragement for inclusive practices by professional organizations (DEC & 

NAEYC, 2009) and legal requirements for programs to serve diverse groups of children 

have created many challenges for educators and administrators. Teachers have different 

feelings and attitudes about this change (Bi Ying, 2010; Wilkins & Nietfeld, 2004). It is 
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important to examine these attitudes and find ways to support teachers because attitudes 

are the basis for many behaviors (Tait & Purdie, 2000). According to Brofenbrenner 

(1979), these societal attitudes and the interactions between the teacher and student will 

impact the development of the student (Garvin, 1991; Swick & Williams, 2006). 

Research has shown success in the classroom (Campbell, Gilmore, & Cuskelly, 2003) 

and of inclusive programs is dependent on the attitude of the teachers (Mitchell & Hegde, 

2007; Tait & Purdie, 2000; Van Reusen, Shoho, & Barker, 2000; Wilkins & Nietfeld, 

2004). Researchers have explored different areas related to educators’ attitudes such as 

attitudes concerning individuals with disabilities, training for educational innovations, 

and administrative support. This review of literature will explore what research has 

shown in relation to attitudes towards individuals with disabilities, about educational 

innovation, training, and administrative support.   

Attitudes Related to Individuals with Disabilities 

 With the understanding that attitudes are important in relation to behaviors, Tait 

and Purdie (2000) conducted a study that examined the attitudes of pre-service teachers 

towards individuals with disabilities. Over 1500 university students in Australia 

participated in the study. These students were preparing for careers in education and 

completed the Interactions with Disabled Persons Scale (IDP). The IDP measured 

feelings of discomfort, sympathy, vulnerability and embarrassment related to interacting 

with individuals with disabilities. Pre-service teachers most often reported feelings of 
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vulnerability. Sympathy and discomfort were also reported but to a slightly lesser degree. 

The participants reported feelings of embarrassment the least.  

 Results of the scale were related to gender and age. Female scores for sympathy 

were higher than male scores and males reported feelings of embarrassment more than 

females. Feelings of discomfort, sympathy, and embarrassment were also inversely 

related to age as well as time spent with individuals with disabilities. With increased 

interactions with individuals with disabilities, feelings of reported discomfort, sympathy 

and embarrassment decreased. 

  With the same interest in feelings toward individuals with disabilities, Campbell, 

Gilmore, and Cuskelly (2003) also conducted a study with 274 pre-service teachers 

studying early childhood, primary or secondary education in Australia. They also used 

the IDP as a tool to measure feelings towards individuals with disabilities in general and 

they looked specifically at pre-service teachers' impressions related to children with 

Down Syndrome. As part of coursework in a Human Development and Education class, 

students answered questions related to expectations of children with Down Syndrome and 

general educational recommendations. Overall, pre-service teachers demonstrated 

stereotypical ideas related to children with Down Syndrome as they showed little 

understanding of how different each child with Down Syndrome can be from other 

children with the same syndrome. When asked questions about expected development, 

they also demonstrated low expectations for developmental outcomes.  
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 In relation to the semester long course and feelings towards individuals with 

disabilities as measured by the IDP, students reported lower scores of fear, uncertainty, 

discomfort and vulnerability after completing the university course. One interesting 

finding is they also reported lower levels of sympathy. While at first this may be seen as a 

negative result, Campbell, Gilmore and Cuskelly (2003) discuss this may be a positive 

finding for those in the education field. Lower levels of sympathy when related to 

individuals with a disability may be tied to higher expectations for learning and 

development. 

The Scale of Attitudes toward Disabled Persons (SADP) is another instrument 

used to measure individuals’ attitudes towards persons with disabilities. This scale 

measures attitudes in three subgroups: optimism, hopelessness and misconceptions. Barr 

and Bracchitta (2008) used this scale when studying the attitudes of college students and 

the impact of spending time with others with disabilities on attitudes. After reviewing and 

analyzing the responses of 211 college students, Barr and Bracchitta discovered that 

contact with individuals with physical disabilities was not related to a change in attitudes. 

However, there was a relationship between time spent with individuals with behavioral 

and developmental disabilities and attitudes. Individuals who spent time with others with 

developmental disabilities reported less misconceptions and more optimism than 

participants who had not spent time with individuals with developmental disabilities. 

There was also an inverse relationship between time spent with persons with behavioral 

disabilities and hopelessness and misconceptions.  
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These findings are important in relation to inclusion as many teachers may have 

limited experiences with individuals with disabilities. Teachers embarking on this 

innovation in education may begin the process with many different feelings and attitudes. 

It is important for decision makers, school administrators and education training program 

leaders to take into consideration teacher attitudes and how this may impact their 

interactions and their expectations for their students. 

Training for Teachers to Implement Innovation 

 According to Barr and Bracchitta (2008), one of the reasons for teachers’ negative 

attitudes towards students with disabilities is a lack of confidence in their own abilities to 

work with students with disabilities. Wilkins and Nietfeld (2004) discuss the possible 

relationship between prior training and teachers’ attitudes and comfort levels related to 

working with students with disabilities. Because of this key factor, researchers have 

examined the relationship of pre-service and in-service training and teachers’ attitudes.  

 Studies have shown pre-service training and experiences with children with 

disabilities are more effective at preparing teachers for inclusive classrooms than one 

session workshops or frequent lectures (Wilkins & Nietfeld, 2004). Currently, most early 

childhood teachers and early childhood special teachers are trained in two different 

programs (Mitchell & Hegde, 2007; Wilkins & Nietfeld, 2004). General education 

teachers may have had one chapter in some textbooks assigned to special education 

(Mitchell & Hegde, 2007) or one course in their education degree plan (Sharma, Forlin, 

Loreman, 2008; Wilkins & Nietfeld, 2004). It has been suggested that more cross training 
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during the pre-service period would not only prepare early childhood educators to use a 

variety of strategies in the inclusive classroom and train early childhood special education 

teachers on developmentally appropriate practices (Mitchell & Hegde, 2007), but it 

would also prepare the future educators for effective collaboration in the school 

environment (Wilkins & Nietfeld, 2004). 

Wilkins and Nietfeld (2004) also explored the attitudes of in-service teachers 

related to inclusion and the impact of a specific training program: Project Winning Ideas 

Network for Schools (WINS). WINS is a program used in Georgia and designed in 

partnership between the Governor’s Council on Developmental Disabilities and 

Kennesaw State University. One of the components of the WINS program is to provide 

50 hours of professional development related to skills needed for successful inclusion. 

Some of the topics covered during training were positive behavioral supports, 

collaboration, and adapting lessons. Eighty-nine middle school teachers participated in 

the study (Wilkins, & Nietfeld, 2004). Of the 89 participants 27 of the teachers were 

participating in the training program in Georgia. The program was designed to train 

teachers and improve the effectiveness of inclusion programs. The other 62 middle 

school teachers were employed at schools not participating in the training program. All 

participants completed a survey that measured attitudes in the areas of teacher training, 

climate, subject content and teacher effectiveness, and social adjustment. Analysis of the 

data demonstrated a positive relationship between teachers’ perceived knowledge level of 

special education topics and positive attitudes towards inclusion. This finding was 
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consistent with prior research. In relation to the Project WINS program, there were no 

significant differences in attitudes of teachers who participated in the program and 

received the 50 hours of training and those who did not. This possibly raises questions 

about the effectiveness of workshops and lectures.  

Bi Yung (2010) also explored teachers’ perceptions related to training but focused 

on the topics of needed training. The researchers worked with 276 administrators, special 

education teachers, and general education early childhood teachers in China. All 

participants were employed by early childhood programs beginning to provide inclusive 

services and they completed the Self-Assessment of Training and Information Needs- 

Adapted. Twenty-four of the participants also participated in an interview.  

Based on analysis of the data, training was needed by all professionals regardless 

of years of experience, the size of their class, or the degree of education. The areas of 

needed training included: behavior management, IEP process, inclusion strategies and 

communicating with parents and families. The participants also expressed more specific 

needs related to strategies. The data demonstrated a need for training related to how to 

stimulate language and how to help children with autism initiate and maintain social 

interactions.  

The effectiveness of in-service teacher training has also been explored. Secer 

(2010) conducted a study in Turkey with 66 preschool teachers to explore the impact of 

in-service training on teacher attitudes related to inclusion. As inclusive services continue 

to grow in Turkey as in other countries, there continue to be concerns by educators about 
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preparedness and benefits of inclusion. Secer focused on the relationship between 

attitudes and training because of prior research stating that the teacher attitude may the 

most important factor related to inclusion (Ernst & Rogers, 2009; Secer, 2010; Sharma, 

Forlin, Loreman, 2008). Participants completed the Opinions Relative to Mainstreaming 

Scale (ORMS) before and after completing 30 hours of in-service training. The ORMS 

measures attitudes related to classroom management and inclusion, skill of teachers, 

advantages of inclusion, skill of students with special needs, and negative impacts of 

inclusion. The training covered topics ranging from the meaning of inclusion, effective 

placement of students, and support services. After completing the training, Secer’s 

analysis of the data demonstrated no statistically significant change in attitudes related to 

classroom management or teacher skill after the training. However, there was a 

statistically significant improvement in teacher attitudes related to inclusion, the 

advantages of inclusion, and the abilities of children with special needs. In this study the 

teachers’ attitudes related to inclusion did improve following the six training sessions.  

The impact of pre-service undergraduate university training has also been studied. 

Sharma, Forlin, Loremen (2008), conducted a study that included 603 university students 

in four countries: Australia, Canada, Hong Kong, and Singapore. Students completed the 

Attitudes Toward Inclusive Education Scale (ATIES), Interactions with Persons with a 

Disability (IPD) scale and Concerns about Inclusive Education Scale (CIES) at the 

beginning and at the end of an education course. Following data analysis, researchers 

discovered differences in post-test scores and the type of college instruction program. 
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Students in Australia, Canada, and Hong Kong demonstrated an increase in positive 

feelings following course completion. However, there were differences between the rate 

of increased positivism for college students in Australia and Hong Kong than in Canada. 

The researchers reported that students who participated in focused course related to 

inclusion showed a larger increase in positive attitudes toward inclusion as based on 

rating scale scores than students who studied inclusion as subtopics in multiple courses.  

Feelings about individuals with disabilities also changed based on course participation. 

The students who participated in courses that provided them with the opportunity to 

interact with individuals with disabilities demonstrated more positive feelings towards 

individuals with disabilities.  

Walls (2007) also examined the impact of university pre-service training. She 

focused her research on teacher efficacy in relation to three forms of university teacher 

training. One group of participants was participating in a baccalaureate program 

specifically designed to prepare them for certification in early childhood. A second group 

was made up of students in a baccalaureate program for future early childhood special 

education teachers. The third group was made up of university baccalaureate students 

studying in a blended early childhood and early childhood special education program. 

There were 257 total participants. The instrumentation used for this quantitative study 

was a demographic survey and Teacher Efficacy for the Inclusion of Young Children with 

Disabilities (TEIYD). After analysis was completed, a statistically significant difference 

was found between the pre-service teachers’ university programming and their 
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confidence related knowledge of disabilities, understanding of special education practices 

and teaching strategies and abilities. In each of the areas of efficacy mentioned, the 

teachers attending an early childhood only program reported less confidence or lower 

levels of self-efficacy.  

Williamson (2007) conducted another quantitative study to explore the 

relationship between training and attitudes towards inclusion of Head Start teachers. In 

this particular study, the categories of training were Childcare Development Associate 

(CDA) credential, Associates degree, and Bachelor’s degree or higher. Amount of 

experience as a lead teacher, number of students with disabilities taught, and number of 

years of experience teaching students with disabilities were also factored into the study as 

on the job training. The 91 participants of this study were all lead Head Start teachers in 

Alabama. All participants completed Head Start Teacher Demographics Form and Head 

Start Teacher Inclusion Impact & Attitudes Survey. After statistical analysis, no 

statistically significant difference was found for the different training or experience 

groups except for a partial difference within the different years of experience with 

students with disabilities. This difference was not related to attitudes towards inclusion 

but a difference in beliefs about ability to work with students with disabilities was found.  

Administrative Support for Inclusion and Innovations  

 Another factor related to attitudes about inclusion is the amount of support 

provided to teachers from administrators and specialists. “Teachers are generally fearful 

of inclusion because of their lack of knowledge or fear of little support” (Wilkins & 
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Nietfeld, 2004, p. 116). Administrators can assist in this endeavor by implementing a 

team approach. It is recommended the teacher have a group of specialists such as special 

education teachers, speech language pathologists, occupational therapists, physical 

therapists, and behavior specialists that can provide support. These specialists can support 

the teacher in adapting activities and the environment to allow for improved access for 

children with disabilities. The administrators also need to allow for time in the schedule 

for collaboration. For inclusion programs to be successful, team members will need time 

to meet and discuss concerns, make plans, and problem solve.  

According to Van Den Berg, Sleegers, and Geijsel (2001), it is natural for 

teachers to have reservations about changing the way they teach. Anytime a change is 

being made within an educational structure, teachers’ concerns must be addressed. One 

school system in the Netherlands implemented a school wide program to support teachers 

during this transition. Van de Berg, Sleegers and Geijsel (2001) wanted to explore how a 

long-term support programs and a step by step implementation of new strategies 

impacted teachers’ experiences. The researchers recruited one hundred twenty-nine 

teachers in the Netherlands to participate in a 2-year program (Van Den Berg, Sleegers, 

& Geijsel, 2001). The school system set the expectation that teachers use adaptive 

teaching, which requires the teacher to use a variety of teaching strategies to meet 

individual student needs. A support program was put into place to help the transition. As 

part of the support program, teachers created personal goals to address over a two month 

period. They were also paired with a peer coach and placed on a teaching team. At the 
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end of the two months the teachers would work with their team and peer coach to 

evaluate their progress and write a new list of goals for the next two months. School 

administrators were also involved in the long-term transition process by providing 

professional development and time for self-reflection.   

At the end of the 2-year process, 98% of the teachers stated the use of the 2 month 

personal goals was helpful (Van Den Berg, Sleegers, & Geijsel, 2001). Almost all of the 

teachers (96%) shared that the collaboration with other professionals was somewhat or 

very useful. Two thirds of the teachers also stated that they received adequate support 

from their administrators. Two-thirds of the teachers reported receiving a satisfactory 

amount of support from school leadership. When the participants addressed administrator 

support, they discussed the administrator reviewing goal plans, showing interest, and 

recognizing the skills needed to implement the strategies used. The overall program 

results were positive, and the components of the program could only have taken place 

with administrator support and planning in order to allow the teachers the time to 

collaborate and reflect. In this study, the support program put in place and administrator 

support were considered two different areas of investigation (Van Den Berg, Sleegers, & 

Geijsel, 2001). 

 When interviewing recent education graduates, Orr (2009) also uncovered the 

theme of administrative support in her qualitative study. Orr interviewed 15 recent 

graduates within their first three years of teaching. The open-ended interview questions 

focused on the teachers’ perceptions of inclusion, their personal preparedness, and 
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barriers and support for inclusion. When reviewing the data for supports and barriers to 

inclusion, administrative support was present in both areas. Teachers with positive 

experiences related to inclusion often directly reported administrative support. Campuses 

with a philosophy of inclusion and a culture that expects all children be educated with 

typically developing peers were discussed by teachers as supports for inclusion (Orr, 

2009). Having schedules that allowed for collaborative planning were also mentioned as 

supports for inclusion. While these themes were discussed separately from administrative 

support, they are dependent on the leadership of a district or campus. The belief in 

inclusion as a philosophy and logistical adjustments such as staff scheduling are 

dependent on campus administration. Orr suggests administration training programs train 

future principals on inclusion and the skills and steps needed to create an inclusion 

positive environment.  

 Valeo (2008) also explored administration support related to inclusion. She not 

only looked at teacher perceptions but also looked at principals’ perceptions of the 

support they provide. When interviewing six elementary teachers and five elementary 

school administrators in Canada, she discovered reports of support differ between the 

teachers and administrators. Overwhelmingly, the teachers reported feeling unsupported. 

They shared beliefs that the principal did not know what was going on in the program and 

did not support the relationship between the special education staff and general education 

staff. The teachers discussed time to plan as an issue not addressed by the administration 

and the desire to have more special education support in their classrooms. A general 
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sense of a lack of leadership was expressed by the teachers. When analyzing the 

interviews with the principals, Valeo reported the principals expressed confidence in their 

management of the program with paperwork and scheduling of meetings. They reported 

being available to teachers but they did not want to interfere with the programming. 

When asked about issues related to inclusion, they mentioned similar concerns as the 

teacher but Valeo reports their responses were vague and did not offer solutions.  

Summary 

 This review of theory and literature explored the literature related to Ecological 

Systems Theory (Brofenbrenner, 1979) and Lewin’s Change Theory (Lewin, 1947). Both 

of these theories were used to frame the research as it is conducted. According to 

Brofenbrenner’s theory, the teacher involved in inclusion is part of a larger system and 

there is a bidirectional relationship between the teacher and the environment in which he 

or she teaches. Lewin’s theory provided a lens through which change may be observed. 

Following the review of theory, a review of current literature was discussed. Research 

identified and reviewed focused on three main areas; teachers attitudes related to 

individuals with disabilities, training for teachers, and administrative support for 

inclusion and change. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

A phenomenological approach was used in this study to gain an understanding of 

the experiences of early childhood teachers providing educational services in inclusive 

settings and their perceptions of support and preparation. Federal requirements to provide 

educational services for children with disabilities in the least restrictive environment is 

changing the setting in which some teachers work (Bradshaw, 2009; Leyser & Kirk, 

2004; Campbell, Gilmore, & Cuskelly, 2003; Hastings & Oakford, 2003; Sharma, Forlin, 

& Loreman, 2007; Tait & Purdie, 2000). A qualitative design using an online 

questionnaire, synchronous online focus groups and interviews as the methods for 

gathering data were used in order to achieve an understanding of this subject. Chapter 

three will provide the steps taken to complete the study through the following topics: the 

researcher’s perspective, research ethics, and data collection procedures. The research 

questions designed to capture discourse from early childhood teachers for this study in 

particular were: 

Research Questions 

1. What are early childhood teachers’ perceptions regarding the inclusion of 

students with disabilities in their classrooms?  

2. What are early childhood teachers’ perceptions in relation to support and 

preparation for the inclusion of students with disabilities in their classrooms?
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Researcher’s Perspective 

When conducting hermeneutical phenomenological research, the researcher 

acknowledges that it is impossible to forget the past and therefore rid oneself of prior 

knowledge, prior experiences or all biases (Heidegger, 1996; Lopez & Willis, 2004). 

Heidegger, once a student of Husserl, disagreed with some of the concepts of descriptive 

phenomenology and later wrote about interpretive phenomenology or hermeneutics. 

Often in phenomenological research the researcher attempts to use a process call epoche 

to rid himself or herself of all biases (Husserl, 1969; Moustakas, 1994), but Heidegger 

did not believe this was possible. Humans are part of their environment and influenced by 

the subtleties of each experience (Finlay, 2009; Heidegger, 1996; Lopez & Willis, 2004). 

The researcher is just as much a part of the research as are the participants. Therefore the 

researcher’s interpretation of the data will be impacted by his or her own beliefs about the 

world, culture and the topic of inquiry. Because of this it is recommended that the 

researcher write about his or her experiences with the topic to become more self-aware of 

preconceptions and to allow readers to understand the researcher’s frame of reference.  

The use of interviews as an instrument to collect data creates even more 

importance for the researcher to develop an awareness of personal experiences with the 

topic. Using interviews to collect data places a special emphasis on the role of the 

researcher. According to Kvale (1996), the interviewer becomes the tool or instrument for 

collecting data. The quality of the research is then dependent on the skills of the 

researcher. Based on the recommendations of Marshall and Rossman (2011), the 
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researcher wrote personal reflections about her own experiences with inclusion before 

conducting interviews and focus group sessions. Journaling was beneficial because it 

helped separate personal experiences from those of the participants.  

The researcher holds teaching certifications in general education, special 

education, deaf education, and has served as a general education teacher in an inclusion 

setting for students with hearing impairments. In addition, the researcher has served as an 

itinerant teacher for students with hearing impairments and as a general education teacher 

in early education grades. She has personal experience as a general education teacher in a 

classroom with many students with identified disabilities. The researcher also has 

experience providing support, strategy ideas and training for teachers who work in both 

self-contained early childhood special education classes and inclusive early childhood 

classrooms.  

As a program specialist in a school district, the researcher has encountered many 

different attitudes of teachers who are working with students with disabilities. She has 

engaged with teachers who support inclusive practices and who strive to learn more about 

effective classroom practices to help all children be successful. She has supported 

teachers in self-contained special education classrooms who feel that the small class with 

instruction driven towards addressing deficit areas is the most effective. She has also 

worked with teachers who as a result of government mandates and district expectations 

have had to change the setting in which they teach. In an effort to provide teachers an 
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opportunity to give words to their experiences and to identify strategies for decision 

makers to put supports in place to help this transition, the researcher conducts the study. 

Recruitment of Participants 

Fourteen early childhood teachers participated in this study and all were currently 

teaching 3, 4 or 5 year olds in an early childhood setting, or they had done so within the 

last two years. Because inclusion impacts both early childhood teachers and early 

childhood special education teachers, teachers with both certifications were invited to 

participate in the study as long as they were responsible for children with and without 

disabilities. All of the participants were employed by school districts in Texas.  

A purposive sample was used in this study and participants who completed the 

first two stages of data collection were given a ten gift dollar card to an area grocery 

super center. According to Creswell (2007) and Patton (1987), purposive sampling is 

used in qualitative research to locate individuals that can provide insight to a specific 

experience or question. The researcher notified colleagues in area school districts and 

told them about the study. She provided colleagues with a flyer (Appendix A) about the 

study to share with early childhood teachers. The flyer included contact information for 

the researcher. Potential participants contacted the researcher if interested in 

participating. Colleagues in two Texas school districts allowed the researcher to attend a 

district early childhood department meeting to describe the research study and pass out 

flyers. At these two meetings, teachers interested in participating provided the researcher 

with their email address to initiate conversations.  
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Snowball sampling (Bogdan, & Biklen, 2007) was also used to enlist potential 

participants. Early childhood teachers are likely to work with and know other early 

childhood teachers. Snowballing allowed for the pool of potential participants to grow 

because each participant had the opportunity to notify other early childhood teachers of 

the study by emailing or passing out the study flyers. The researcher emailed flyers 

(APPENIDIX A) explaining the study to both colleagues and participants. The researcher 

asked them to distribute the flyers to potential participants. In total, 22 teachers expressed 

interest in participating in the study and were emailed a link to access the online survey. 

Sixteen of the 22 teachers completed an online questionnaire. Two of the surveys were 

not used in analysis of data as one participant did not complete the full survey and 

another participant stated on her survey she had never taught in an inclusive setting. This 

statement did not match other information provided by the participant, but attempts made 

by the researcher to clarify the information were not successful. Following completion of 

the survey, participants were sent information about the online focus groups. Twelve of 

the 16 participants completed an online focus group discussion. Five participants then 

volunteered to complete a face to face interview.  

Description of Sample 

 Demographic information was gathered through use of an online survey posted in 

Survey Monkey©. Participants completed the survey after receiving an email including 

the link to the survey and a code to use during participation. The code allowed them to 

maintain anonymity while participating. Twenty-two teachers expressed an interest in 
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participating in the study and were emailed a description of the study (Appendix A), a 

consent form (Appendix C), and a message was sent through Survey Monkey© to give 

them access to the online survey (Appendix D). Sixteen of 22 participants logged into the 

survey, but one participant did not complete the survey and another answered two 

questions with contradictory information, responding she had never taught in an inclusive 

setting. The researcher contacted her for clarification but did not receive a response. The 

data from these two participants were not used in the analysis. Only the survey data from 

14 participants were analyzed.  

The survey (Appendix D) included questions about age, gender, type of 

educational training, number of college classes taken college related to inclusion or 

serving children with special needs, number of classes taken related to child development 

and experience in teaching. Additional open-ended questions were asked to begin 

exploring the participants’ experiences.  

Age and Experience 

All of the participants in this study were female. The age range of participants 

was between 20 and 60 years of age. The largest age range represented was 46-50 years 

of age and four teachers fit this description. Eight of the teachers were between the ages 

of 20 and 40 and one teacher was over 55 years of age. The years of teaching experience 

of the participants ranged from less than one year to 30 years. The average number of 

years of teaching experience was 16. 
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Education 

Questions were included in the online survey to gather information about each 

teachers route to certification and their coursework related to teaching students with 

special needs and child development. One teacher earned her certification through an 

alternative certification method, and the other 13 participants pursued teaching 

certification through a traditional university teacher preparation program. Two of the 

teachers reported having earned a Master’s degree.  

The average number of courses taken related to teaching children with special 

needs was 4.8. There was a wide range reported by the 14 participants, and the number of 

courses ranged between 0 and 17. Except one teacher who pursued certification through 

an alternative method, all teachers reported taking a child development course in their 

degree program. Of those who pursued certification through a traditional university 

program, the average number of courses related to child development taken was 4.5. The 

average number of child development courses taken by all participants was 4.1.  

Ethics 

Conducting qualitative research can be a fluid, unpredictable process (Houghton, 

Casey, Shaw, & Murphy, 2010). Due to the evolving nature of this type of research, 

ethical treatment of the participants and data become imperative. Marshall and Rossman 

(2011) explain that a key to researchers maintaining the ethical practices is to see the 

process as more than steps to take in conducting a study, but to see the process as 

relational. Ethical procedures protect people and are based on relational concepts. Ethics 
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in research is more than a checklist of steps, however specific procedural steps are often 

discussed when addressing ethics in research. Kvale (1996) explains that concern with 

ethics should begin with the design of the study. The purpose of the study and whether it 

is expected to improve life experiences for individuals is part of ethical research. Topics 

discussed regarding ethical research are informed consent, confidentiality, and the 

possible negative effects of the research on participants (Houghton et al., 2010; Kvale, 

1996). 

Informed Consent  

 Informed consent is part of the ethical treatment of participants. Participants 

should be aware of the research being conducted and have the opportunity to give 

permission to participate in the study or decline the opportunity (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; 

Christians, 2000; Houghton et al., 2010; Kvale, 1996). In this study the researcher 

explained to potential participants the purpose of the study was to gain an understanding 

of the experience of early childhood teachers teaching in inclusive settings. The data were 

collected using an online questionnaire, online focus groups, and face to face interviews. 

The purpose and any risks were explained to the participants in an emailed copy of the 

Individual’s Review Board approved consent form (Appendix C). Due to a lack of in 

person contact with the participants, completion of the online portions of the study were 

considered consent and this was explained at the beginning of the online portions of the 

study. Before the face to face interviews, written consent was obtained. Participation was 

voluntary, therefore; the researcher explained to the participants that they may choose not 
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to participate at any time during the process of the research. Voluntary participation was 

explained in writing on the consent form.  

Confidentiality 

 A second area of ethics discussed in the literature is confidentiality (Christians, 

2000; Houghton et. al, 2010; Kvale, 1996). When giving informed consent, participants 

were told their identity would remain confidential. The researcher used measures to 

ensure confidentiality was maintained. Researchers have an ethical obligation to follow 

through with commitments to participants (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). According to 

Houghton et al.(2010), confidentiality of both individuals and the sites used should be 

maintained. One way to maintain confidentiality is to secure all data with potentially 

identifiable information (Christians, 2000). Tapes, transcripts and other data that could 

lead to the identity of participants should be secured and destroyed when no longer 

needed (Kvale, 1996). It is also important to use a form of coding or masking to protect 

the identity of participants and location of sites. Confidentiality was maintained in this 

study by keeping transcripts and field notes separately from potentially identifiable 

information. Pseudonyms were used when writing about the transcripts. Because meeting 

for the interview could be one way for participants to be identified, the participants chose 

the location for the interview. Confidentiality was also maintained during the internet 

mediated data collection procedures. Participants were emailed a login code that did not 

make use of their name. They used this login to sign-in to the synchronous online focus 

groups.  
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 Potential risk to participants is a third ethical issue addressed by the researcher. 

Houghton et al., and Kvale (2010, 1996) both address the issue of beneficence or the need 

to make sure potential risks are addressed and kept as minimal as possible. The possible 

risks were discussed as part of informed consent (Appendix C). The topic of educational 

practices is important to many educators but it is not a taboo topic or highly political one, 

so the risks are believed to be minimal. The possible risks identified that were explained 

with participants were loss of time, loss of confidentiality, possible feelings of 

discomfort, potential loss of anonymity, and feelings of coercion. To address the loss of 

time, the participants were notified of the expected amount of time to complete the study 

and the researcher was mindful of using the participants’ time wisely. Participants were 

told of the risk of loss of confidentiality and anonymity and the steps the researcher took 

to prevent these risks. All identifiable information was kept in a secure location to which 

only the researcher had access. It was also stated that with any electronic communication 

there is the potential of loss of confidentiality.  

Protection of Human Participants 

 Prior to this study an application was submitted to the Institutional Review Board 

at Texas Woman’s University. The application included a description of the specific 

measures proposed to be used in the identification of the participants, contact with the 

participants, and the collection and storage of the data to ensure participants would be 

protected from harm. The application was approved before the recruitment of participants 

(Appendix E ).  
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Data Collection 

Validity was a priority of this study and using multiple data collection sources 

was one way the goal of validity was satisfied (Janesick, 2000). Using multiple points of 

data is known as triangulation (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Cresswell & Miller, 2000; 

Janesick, 2000; Miles & Huberman, 1984). Triangulation provides the researcher 

multiple focal points from which to compare understandings. Using the questionnaire, 

online focus groups and the face to face interviews helped the researcher gather more in 

depth data and gain a better understanding of the experience of teaching in an inclusive 

early childhood setting.  

Online Questionnaire 

The internet is becoming more and more part of people’s daily lives (Moloney, et 

al., 2003; Tates, et al., 2009). It provides many opportunities for communication and is 

now used to gather research data. The internet allows researchers to include individuals 

that may not be available or willing to participate in face to face data gathering methods. 

The use of data gathered through internet communications can cut down on costs of 

research studies and provide an additional level of anonymity for participants. Online 

communication used to gather research also provides immediate written data. 

An online questionnaire was one form of internet based data utilized in this study 

(Appendix D). The online questionnaire was posted on Survey Monkey©. The researcher 

used this questionnaire to gather data regarding demographics, certification, college 

training, and experience working in an inclusive setting.  
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Online Focus Groups 

Focus groups are often used a method for gathering research data and with the use 

of internet communication, focus groups can take place online (Moloney, Dietrich, 

Strickland, & Myerburg, 2003; Tates, et al., 2009; Zwaanswijk, et al., 2007). Online 

focus groups may be used to allow individuals separated by physical space and even time 

to communicate and share ideas. Two main forms of online focus groups are often used; 

synchronous and asynchronous (Tates, et al., 2009; Zwaanswijk, et al., 2007). 

Synchronous focus groups take place by all participants discussing a topic online at the 

same time. They are able to see each other’s post and respond in real time. 

Synchronous online focus groups were the second form of data collection used. 

Blackboard Collaborate© was used in this study to allow small groups of participants to 

discuss the topic of early childhood inclusion. One of the advantages of using this type of 

focus group is providing anonymity for the participants as they were emailed a code to 

use while participating in focus groups. Other participants did not know with whom they 

were communicating or where each other worked. This allowed for a possible level of 

comfort and freedom to discuss frustrations that may not have been present if the 

participants met in person. The researcher moderated the conversation by posting 

questions (Table 3.1) to stimulate conversation and probe for more understanding. 
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Table 3.1 

Synchronous Online Focus Group Questions 

RQ1: What are early childhood teachers’ perceptions regarding the inclusion 

of students with disabilities in their classrooms?  

 

 Describe the settings of your current and prior teaching experiences. 

 How do you feel about providing instruction to both children with 

disabilities and children without disabilities? 

 

 Has your perception changed over time? If so, how has it changed? 

RQ2: What are early childhood teachers’ perceptions in relation to support 

and preparation for the inclusion of students with disabilities in their 

classrooms? 

 

 How has your college and professional development training prepared you 

to teach in an inclusive classroom? 

 

 How has your understanding of development impacted your teaching in 

this setting? 

 

 Describe the types of support your campus or district administrators 

provide related to inclusive early childhood classrooms. 

 

 How do you feel about the types and degree of support you have received? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Interviews 

Individual interviews were also used as a tool to collect additional information 

from five of the participants. After participating in the online focus groups, participants 

were asked if they were interested in continuing their participation. If interested, 

participants were able to select the time and public location for the face to face interview 

and they were emailed a list of interview questions (Table 3.2). The interviews were 
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audio recorded and later transcribed by the researcher. According to Patton (1987), the 

interview process is a useful tool to gather data. Interviewing however is not a simple 

skill. Individuals often ask others questions to gain information but due to a lack of true 

listening, lack of depth and lack of planning, these conversations often lead to poor 

understanding. When conducted successfully, “Interviewing allows the evaluator to enter 

another person’s world, to understand that person’s perspective” (Patton, 1987, p. 109). 

Patton explains that there are many things that cannot be observed. Interviews allow a 

researcher access to information about feelings, attitudes and internal experiences about a 

shared topic of interest (Kvale, 1996). To gain a clear understanding of the phenomenon 

the interview experience needs to be of high quality. Kvale says that quality interviews 

provide clear, applicable and relevant information, and the conversation should include 

more conversation by the participant than the researcher. The researcher should also be 

aware of his or her own beliefs, clarify understandings during the interview and begin 

interpreting the information during the interview.  

For this study, the researcher used a combination of two styles of interviewing; 

the standardized open-ended interview (Table 3.2) and the interview guide (Table 3.3). 

According to Patton (1987), each of these styles presents different benefits. The 

standardized open-ended interview allows the researcher to gain information about the 

same areas of the topic from each interviewer. This style also allows for sorting of the 

data in a systematic method because all participants have answered the same carefully 

worded questions. The interview guide will be used to help gain more depth. The 
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interview guide will include a list of areas to pursue in response to the responses of the 

participants.  

Table 3.2 

Interview Questions  

 

RQ1: What are early childhood teachers’ perceptions regarding the inclusion of 

students with disabilities in their classrooms?  

 

 Describe the settings of your current and prior teaching experiences. 

 What were your experiences with children with disabilities prior to 

teaching in an inclusive setting? 

 How did you feel when you were told you would be teaching in an 

inclusive setting? 

 What were your opinions about inclusion before teaching in this setting? 

 What are your current opinions about inclusion? 

RQ2: What are early childhood teachers’ perceptions in relation to support and 

preparation for the inclusion of students with disabilities in their classrooms? 

 

 In what types of training have you participated to prepare you for teaching 

both young children with and without disabilities? 

 How has your knowledge about child development impacted your 

experience teaching in a blended classroom? 

 Describe the types of support your campus or district administrators 

provide related to inclusive early childhood classrooms. 

 What has been the most helpful support you have received in relation to 

teaching in an inclusive setting? 

 How do you feel about the types and degree of support you have received? 

 What types of training have been least helpful? 

________________________________________________________________________ 
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Table 3.3 

Interview Guide 

  

           Ideas for further probing during interview or during follow-up conversation 

 Can you give more detail? 

 Tell me more about what that was like. 

 What kind of impact do you think that had? 

Topics to cover through follow up questions if not addressed by the interview 

questions 

 Type of training in college 

 Was teaching in an inclusive setting pursued intentionally? 

 Have preferences for types of training changed as experience and 

comfort levels have changed? 

 Is there a type of training in which you would like to participate? 

o Workshop 

o Individual coaching 

o Classroom observations and feedback 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Procedure 

Once a participant expressed interest in participating in the research study, the 

researcher e-mailed a link to a survey available in Survey Monkey©. At the beginning of 

the survey, it was explained that completion of the survey would be considered consent. 

It was also explained that participation was voluntary and could be ended at any time. 

Participants were asked to complete the online questionnaire (Appendix D). The purpose 

of the questionnaire was to gain information about the number of years in the education 
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field, type of teacher training for certification, and the number of years of experience in 

inclusive settings. The survey also included basic questions about feelings regarding 

inclusion in early childhood and support for inclusion.  

Next, the researcher e-mailed those who completed the online survey to 

coordinate online focus groups. Twelve participants who completed the online survey 

agreed to schedule a focus group time. The researcher emailed a link to the website for 

the focus groups and a reminder for each participant to log in using his or her code name. 

Participants were sent emails the week before the synchronous focus group with 

reminders of the dates and times of the focus group meeting and instructions for signing 

on the website for the focus groups discussion. Five synchronous focus groups were 

hosted to allow for participants to choose the most convenient time to participate. The 

focus groups were made up of 2-3 participants at a time. Predesigned questions were used 

to guide the synchronous focus groups (Table 3.1). 

After completing the focus group, participants were asked if they were interested 

in participating in a face to face interview. Five volunteered to continue in the additional 

phase of the study. When a participant was interested in completing a face to face 

interview, the date, time and location was selected. The locations selected by participants 

included coffee shops, a restaurant, and a park. At this meeting the researcher collected a 

signed informed consent form (Appendix C) before conducting the interview. The face to 

face interviews lasted 60-90 minutes.  
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Interviews were conducted using standardized open-ended questions (Table 3.2) 

and an interview guide (Table 3.3) to prompt questions for deeper understanding. The 

standardized questions served as a guide to ensure all participants were asked the same 

questions. The interview guide served as a list of prepared questions that may be chosen 

during the interview based on responses to probe for a deeper understanding. All the 

interviews were recorded so the researcher may maintain focus on the participant during 

responses. A digital audio recorder and back-up recorder were used and the researcher 

listened to the audiotapes multiple times and personally transcribed the recordings.  

Summary 

The purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of the lived experience of 

early childhood teachers serving both young children with and without disabilities in the 

same classroom. Purposive and snowball sampling were used to recruit participants. An 

online questionnaire, online focus groups and interviews were used to collect data and the 

researcher worked to set aside personal biases and expectations by writing about her 

personal experiences with the subject matter before interviewing participants. Following 

collection of data, the researcher personally transcribed the data. The process used to 

analyze the transcripts and the presentation of finding is discussed in the following 

chapter. 
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CHAPTER IV 

 

FINDINGS 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore early childhood teachers’ 

attitudes about inclusion and their perceptions of support in relation to providing 

inclusive services for children. Participants completed an online survey, and participated 

in an online focus group. A subset of the sample also participated in a face to face 

interview. This chapter includes a description of the sample, discussion of the process of 

data analysis, and presentation of findings.  

Research Questions 

The research questions that guided the collection of data for this study included: 

1. What are early childhood teachers’ perceptions regarding the inclusion of 

students with disabilities in their classrooms?  

2. What are early childhood teachers’ perceptions in relation to support and 

preparation for the inclusion of students with disabilities in their classrooms? 

Collection of Data 

 All procedures for this study were approved by the Texas Woman’s University’s 

Institutional Review Board. Snowball sampling was used to recruit participants. 

Colleagues of the researcher were provided and asked to share a flyer (Appendix A) 

describing the study and providing the contact information for the researcher. Two school 
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district leaders invited the researcher to share information about the study at department 

meetings. Once a participant expressed interest in the study either by providing contact 

information at a face to face meeting or emailing the researcher, the researcher emailed 

the potential participant an explanation of the study (Appendix A) and a link to the online 

survey (Appendix D) on Survey Monkey©. The survey included specific questions used 

to gather demographic information and open-ended questions to begin exploring 

perceptions and feelings about inclusion and support. Following the online surveys, the 

researcher emailed participants with possible times to schedule an online focus group. 

Once convenient times were agreed upon, a link to the BlackBoard Collaborate© site was 

emailed with a reminder of the date and time. Additional reminders of the date and time 

of the focus group were emailed during the week of the scheduled online meeting time. 

Participants signed in using their unidentifiable code included in the email. During the 

focus groups, the researcher posted questions (Table 3.1) and allowed time for all 

participants to respond. Twelve participants completed the online focus group. Following 

the online focus groups, emails were sent to participants to recruit those interested in 

participating in a face to face interview. Five participants volunteered to complete the 

face to face interviews. Participants chose the time and location of the meeting and 

signed a written consent form (Appendix C) before the interview began. The interviews 

were recorded on two digital recorders and transcribed by the researcher.  
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Data Analysis 

Using multiple methods, or triangulation, to analyze data helps increase the rigor 

of a study (Janesick, 2000). The researcher analyzed the qualitative data collected in this 

study by using interpretive hermeneutics (Kvale, 1996). The researcher also sought 

feedback from the participants and depended on peer reviewers to debrief throughout the 

process of collecting and analyzing data.  

Coding 

Marshall and Rossman (2011) explain that the researcher should be deeply 

familiar with the data he or she has collected and the only way to gain the needed 

familiarity is to spend a great amount of time reviewing the data. The researcher of this 

study listened to the audiotapes multiple times and transcribed them herself. Transcribing 

the tapes gave the researcher the opportunity to become even more familiar with the data.  

Next, the researcher read the transcripts and the written records of the online focus 

groups and questionnaire multiple times. The researcher also sorted each person’s data 

from the survey, focus group and interview if applicable. The researcher sorted the 

answers to similar questions from all completed data collection steps. This allowed for 

what Moustakas (1990) calls “…intervals of rest and return to the data until intimate 

knowledge is obtained” (p. 49). Before any coding of the data took place the researcher 

took steps to become familiar with the data. After becoming well versed in the data 

collected, the researcher began to organize and analyze the data. Once the researcher had 

listened to the audiotapes and read the transcripts and responses repeatedly, the data were 
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condensed to remove off topic comments and rephrase long statements into concise 

statements to help create a more manageable amount of data. Kvale (1996) refers to this 

as meaning condensation. After the data were condensed, it was presented to the 

participants for member checking. Following feedback from the participants, changes 

would have been made to condensed data, but was unnecessary.  

To continue developing a deep understanding of the participants’ experiences, the 

researcher analyzed the data further by rereading the data and typing short statements of 

meaning next to each statement in the transcripts. Cresswell (2007) refers to these short 

statements as “clusters of meaning” (p. 61). These clusters of meaning were then cut and 

pasted into a new word processing document under each topic heading. For example, all 

of the condensed statements related to support from administration were group together 

under the heading of “Administrative Support.”  The condensed statements were then 

printed and cut into strips by the individual statements. The researcher then sorted them 

again into more specific groups. This allowed the researcher to discover when similar 

statements were repeated by multiple participants. The newer condensed statements and 

unidentifiable code for each person who made the similar statement were then entered 

into a spreadsheet. The spreadsheet allowed for a more organized way to determine what 

was said by multiple participants and then to determine themes based on the reoccurring 

perceptions and beliefs expressed.  

The potential themes were then compared to a previously developed list of 

possible themes. Prior to collecting data, the researcher created a list of potential themes 
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(Table 4.1) based on a review of literature (Kvale, 1996; Marshall & Rossman, 2011). 

The potential categories of analysis proved to be limited in its helpfulness. The 

participants did not focus their discussions on their attitudes related to individuals with 

disabilities or their prior experiences with individuals with disabilities. Training was 

discussed and did emerge as a theme, but training was discussed in a broader manner and 

not always specifically related to working with students with disabilities. Administrative 

support was also discussed, but this too was expressed in more general manner. Through 

the analysis of data, a varied set of themes emerged and are presented in this chapter.  

Table 4.1 

Potential Categories of Analysis Based on Literature  

 Attitudes related to individuals with disabilities 

 Prior experiences with individuals with disabilities 

 Professional training to address the needs of students with disabilities 

 Perceptions of school administrative support to assist teachers with needs 

related to knowledge or experience teaching young children with 

disabilities 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Member Checking 

 Creswell and Miller (2000), describe member checking as the most valuable step 

a researcher can take to create credibility. Member checking is the procedure of allowing 

participants to review data and confirm findings or make corrections (Creswell & Miller, 
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Marshall & Rossman, 2011). The participants in this study were given the opportunity to 

review findings during the process and to give feedback to let the researcher know if 

interpretations were accurate. After the researcher completed the initial stage of data 

analysis, participants were be emailed a copy of the condensed data. The researcher asked 

the participants to make any comments or corrections to understandings. According to 

Moustakas (1990),  

…verification is enhanced by returning to the research participants, 

sharing with them the meanings and essences of the phenomenon as 

derived from reflection on and analysis of the verbatim transcribed 

interviews and other material, and seeking their assessment for the 

comprehensiveness and accuracy (p. 33-34).  

By including participants in the process, they had the opportunity to confirm the 

researcher’s summaries. The researcher also asked the participants for clarifying 

information if a response was not clear. 

Following the verification of condensed data and seeking clarification for unclear 

response, the researcher analyzed the data and developed a list of potential themes. The 

list of potential themes was emailed to participants and they were asked to provide any 

feedback if they did not feel the themes represented their story. Changes based on 

feedback from individual participants would have been considered, but was not 

necessary. 
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Peer Debriefing 

 Another source of analysis triangulation used was peer debriefing (Boeije, 2010; 

Marshall & Rossman, 2011). By adding different trained researchers to the process, the 

researcher was able to decrease the risk of biases. In this study, the researcher worked 

with two colleagues who have earned their Ph.D. and allowed them to serve as peer 

reviewers. Advice related to questionnaires, and focus group and interview questions was 

sought. After data were transcribed, condensed, and like statements were sorted and 

counted, samples transcripts and the spreadsheet showing the number of similar 

statements was emailed to the peer reviewers for examination. After the peer reviewers 

had a couple of weeks to study the data, the primary researcher sent them a list of 

potential themes for feedback. The peer reviewers considered the determined themes 

appropriate. If the peer reviewers had recommended different themes possible changes 

would have been considered. Based on the sorted data, the review of repeated statements 

and topics, and feedback from participants and peer reviewers, a final list of themes based 

on each research question were determined and presented by the researcher. 

Findings and Presentation of Themes 

A qualitative design process was used to analyze the survey, focus group and 

interview data. Through analysis of the data, themes emerged and the findings were 

presented based on the two research questions. The first research question for guiding this 

study was, “What are early childhood teachers’ perceptions regarding the inclusion of 

students with disabilities in their classrooms?”  The survey, focus group and interview 



68 
 

questions related to research question one were designed to gain and understanding of 

how early childhood teachers feel about inclusion. The researcher wanted to gain a deep 

understanding of their beliefs. The second research question was, “What are early 

childhood teachers’ perceptions in relation to support and preparation for inclusion of 

students with disabilities in their classroom?” The survey, focus group and interview 

questions related to research question two focused on gaining information about district 

and campus administrative support for inclusion in early childhood and pre-service and 

post-service preparation related to serving students with and without disabilities in the 

same classrooms. Seven themes emerged from analysis of the data: Benefits, Challenges, 

Need to Individualize, Collaboration, In-Service Training, Administrative Support and 

Pre-Service Training. The following section will provide a presentation of the themes. 

Examples of participants’ comments are provided to illuminate each theme.  

Research Question One-Teachers’ Perceptions of Inclusion 

The first research question, was designed to gain a deep understanding of the 

participants’ beliefs and feelings about inclusion in their classroom. Four survey 

questions, three focus group questions and five interview questions were deliberately 

chosen to provide the researcher an insight to the beliefs and feelings of early childhood 

teachers related to inclusion. The responses of the participants provided the researcher 

with a rich description of their experiences and feelings. As the participants’ responses 

were analyzed, themes emerged and a clearer understanding into their experiences was 



69 
 

gained. The three themes related to the first research question were Benefits, Challenges, 

and Need to Individualize. 

Research question one-theme one: Benefits. Benefits of educating children with 

and without disabilities, in the same early childhood classroom was discussed repeatedly 

by the participants. Twelve of the 14 participants specifically mentioned benefits. The 

other two did not specifically state they believed there was a lack of benefits, but their 

comments were more general in nature. Neither of them stated being opposed to 

inclusion, but they did not mention any specific benefits as the other participants did. 

Alice, a prekindergarten teacher with two years of experience shared, “I have seen 

students who both thrived by inclusion and those who needed to be pulled out in a setting 

that was better suited for them.” Other participants shared they believed children and/or 

adults benefited due to students with and without disabilities being educated in the same 

classroom. The benefits discussed related to students with disabilities, students without 

disabilities and quality of instruction.  

 Benefits for children with disabilities. The belief that children with disabilities 

benefit from being served in a classroom with typically developing peers was shared by 

many participants. Teachers spoke about students with disabilities making progress and 

how helpful it was to for children to have typically developing models in the classroom. 

Betty, a teacher in a collaborative program between Head Start and a school district, 

shared a story about a specific student.   
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I had one student they said would never talk or be able to be more than a baby and 

thanks to him being around others he was able to learn from them….but he is still 

main streamed and he is now in 3rd grade and I had him when he was three.  

This was a common shared belief. Stephanie, a first year prekindergarten teacher 

discussed how students with disabilities are children first and when they are educated 

with same age typically developing peers they have the opportunity to gain social skills. 

Inclusion provides an opportunity for typically developing children to serve as models.  

Inclusion is such a positive experience for everyone involved--truly a win/win. 

First off, I believe that every child, no matter what disability, disorder, or need 

they have, is a child first. For example, if a particular boy at the first grade level 

has autism, he is a first grader first. Teachers need to think of him that way first 

instead of labeling him by his disorder….For the child with special needs 

involved, they will be exposed to a more social atmosphere, hopefully helping 

them develop the social skills they need to interact and communicate with peers. 

Carol, a special education teacher who has always taught in an inclusive setting, 

discussed the benefit of children with disabilities gaining more access to the general 

education curriculum when served in a general education classroom. She expressed the 

belief that children with disabilities would not have the same access to the general 

education curriculum if they were served in a classroom with only other students with 

disabilities.  
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I feel as though it is very beneficial to provide instruction in an inclusive setting  

for both children with disabilities and children without disabilities. I have seen 

great social and academic progress in my students with disabilities. When in the 

general education setting, the students are exposed to curriculum that they would 

not get in a self contained [sic] or resource setting.  

Carol similarly discussed the benefit of social models as Stephanie did. She expressed the 

view that progress of students in her class is specifically related to the opportunities 

inclusion allows. This view for her has grown even stronger as she has worked in an 

inclusive setting.  

Also, general education peers serve as great social models for my students with 

disabilities….. I have always felt inclusion of students with disabilities was the 

most beneficial model, but based on my experience, I feel even more strongly 

about this. For most of my students, I have seen such great progress and I attribute 

it to inclusion. 

Ginger discussed how the students with disabilities benefit because of how much students 

learn from each other. “I have seen students who didn't really respond to teachers but just 

glow with a peer working with them! It's so exciting and I really miss it this year.” She 

also shared, “…the typical kids could reach the special needs kids in ways that teachers 

we could not do on our own. They wouldn’t do things for us but they would want to join 

in the [sic] other kids. It was so rewarding.” Sentiments voiced by participants 

demonstrated a belief that children with disabilities benefit both socially and 
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academically because of the opportunities inclusion affords them. They are able to access 

the general education curriculum, and have models to support their communication and 

social skill development.  

 Benefits for children without disabilities. Many participants shared the 

conviction that serving children with and without disabilities in the same setting not only 

benefits children with disabilities, but also benefits children without disabilities. Some 

teachers did not elaborate, but when asked about opinions regarding inclusion in early 

childhood they stated all children benefit. One example is Alice, a kindergarten teacher 

with 21 years of experience, “I enjoy and always have enjoyed children with disabilities 

in my classroom. I feel that it a good environment for them and for my children without 

disabilities. We all learn from each other.”  Jackie made a similar statement,  

It's great! When I was doing inclusion we would have the boys or girls with 

behavior needs help the children with special needs. All of the kids benefitted 

from the experience, but we did need extra staff to make sure everyone was 

progressing. 

However, other teachers like Joyce, a teacher certified to teach both general education 

early childhood and special education shared the belief that inclusion was most important 

for the students without disabilities. She discussed how in inclusive classroom settings, 

children gain exposure to children who have different strengths and weaknesses than 

themselves and they gain a better picture of what society looks like.  
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I think inclusion is more important for gen kids than it is for special ed kids. I 

think it teaches them that not everyone is the same and not everyone has the same 

strengths. Just because you cannot see this kid’s strengths does not mean they are 

not there it teaches them to actively look for the good in everyone. 

Joyce also discussed being a better teacher because of working in an inclusive classroom. 

She stated she felt like she was a better special education teacher and general education 

teacher because of her experiences in an inclusive classroom. Working with students with 

such varied skill levels requires a teacher to truly teach in a way to meet multiple ability 

levels. The differentiation and planning for each student allows access for more students 

and helps her maintain appropriate expectations for her students. The better teacher she is 

the more all the students in her class benefit, including those without disabilities.  

I feel that teaching kids both with and wiothout [sic] disabilities makes me a 

better spec ed teacher for sure, probably a better gen ed teacher too. When your 

kids have such diverse needs, you have to differentiate instruction and having the 

typical kids around makes me remeber [sic] what kids are supposed to be doing 

developmentally. 

Kathy also shared the belief that inclusion is beneficial for children without disabilities. 

She stated that children without disabilities gain the opportunity to develop social and 

emotional skills due to being educated with children with disabilities while they are at 

such a young age. She discussed how she considers the ability to show empathy and to be 

responsible even more important than the ability to make good grades. The opportunity 
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for her students to develop these skills in her class is even more advantageous because 

they are able to learn these skills at such a young age.  

Um, you know the only thing is that you know they are kids just like any other 

kids. Yea, they have issues but [unclear] there are a lot of kids out there with 

issues. I think the more experience our kids have with them the better people they 

are. To me, I would much rather have a kid that is empathic and honest and nice 

to others and kind responsible than a kid who gets straight As and is in honor 

classes. You know me those skills are much more important life skills and you 

know it is really the best way to teach those kinds of skills and if you start them at 

an early age it is nothing.  

Empathy and age were also discussed by Kathy in her focus group. She shared that not 

only may children without disabilities learn empathy because they are being educated in 

an inclusive setting, but they may learn empathy because the children are so young when 

experiencing exposure to a diverse group of learners.  

To me you can’t teach empathy and it is a crucial skill that people do not have. 

And the best way for our children to experience empathy is the younger the better 

and with special ed children. And they are just absolute naturals at it.  

Kathy continued to share this sentiment when she made the comment, 

Personally I feel that providing instruction to both types of children have so much 

to teach each other. Done correctly and with fidelity, children without      
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disablities [sic] learn empathy and become great peer tutors. Learning empathy 

for others is perhaps the most important skill a person can learn.  

The opportunity to gain desired social skills continued to emerge as a common 

topic in the data analysis. Betty also expressed the importance of not isolating groups of 

children from each other. She shared her perception of how when children are placed in 

heterogeneous classrooms they see other children as peers and are less likely to be 

intolerant of difference.  

I think it gives them someone to help and it gives them tolerance. If you isolate 

people from other people then it is going to breed prejudice and going to make 

them less tolerant and it is going to make them make fun of them whenever they 

come up on them later.  

Ginger also made multiple comments related to the benefits to children without 

disabilities. The benefits she discussed continued in the same direction and were related 

to children without disabilities gaining skills related to empathy and tolerance. In 

addition, she explains how she has seen some students interact in more productive ways 

with other children rather than adults.  

I wish others understood the impact that inclusion make on all students. I have 

seen tolerance grow and my students get to the point where they don't really 

notice when their friend is a little different. I have seen students who didn't really 

respond to teachers but just glow with a peer working with them!  
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In the face to face interview Ginger elaborated on these same feelings. She explained 

again how the students benefit from being in the same classroom and how the differences 

between the children become less noticeable when they are educated in the same 

classrooms. When being educated in a diverse setting she explains that children see the 

diversity as typical.  

But it was so rewarding just because the typically developing children just got so 

much from the special needs children. We had some pretty severe needs kids in 

the classroom. It just became and it does every year that I do inclusion that the 

typical kids don’t see anything. They just accept the kids with special needs 

whatever their needs may be and if it is something you will see some of them their 

nurturing side comes out 

Benefit of improved instruction. Participants expressed the perception of 

improved instruction in the classroom due to serving both children with and without 

disabilities in the same early childhood classroom. Teaches discussed the need to use 

multiple teaching strategies when working in a classroom with students who demonstrate 

a wide range of skills. Using multiple strategies increases quality of instruction for all 

children. A strategy used specifically to support a particular student’s need may be a 

helpful strategy for other students. The instruction also becomes more individualized. 

Teachers are required to assess each child’s needs and plan instruction to meet those 

individual need.  
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Ginger a prekindergarten teacher expressed this belief when she explained how 

teaching in room with children with and without disabilities has forced her to be more 

intentional. She is more aware of whether her students have learned new skills and if she 

needs to slow down or use a different technique.  

I think when you have a class of just typically developing kids you kind of go 

through the curriculum you do what you do and sometimes you miss some of the 

maybe something you could have taught something a little better or used a 

different technique or you missed when a child did not grasp something as well 

when you have special needs kids you are forced to slow down, really assess the 

needs of the group, use different techniques and that kind of thing in your 

teaching. I think that yes, my typically developing kids have had the benefit of 

that. 

Ginger also voiced a belief in possessing improved teaching skills and greater knowledge 

of child development due to working with children with and without disabilities. .  

I think that teaching student [sic] with special needs has taught me so much about 

development. Now I can use that knowledge with my special needs students as 

well as my typically developing students.  

Perceptions of improved instruction due to different characteristics of inclusion 

was discussed during one of the focus groups when Kathy and Joyce were discussing the 

impact of inclusion. Kathy made the comment, “co teaching allows us to learn so much 

from each other Joyce. The ppcd teachers have so much insight and I've learned much 
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from my coteachers”. When discussing the importance of having appropriate 

expectations, Kathy also shared how the heterogeneous group of students helps her to 

think about lesson planning in a more intentional way. She thinks of different ways to 

address skills and focuses more on the purpose of the activity. 

…for me, it helps me think outside the box when I have to differentiate the 

instruction for students. I have to break the instruction down and having students 

with disabilities helps me to remember to do that, if that makes sense. Otherwise, 

I find myself thinking "why can't they do this?" Also, it forces me to look at an 

activity and think "what is the purpose of this activity? 

During the same focus group, Joyce elaborated on a similar idea. She believes teaching in 

an inclusive classroom makes her a better teacher. Her teaching has improved because 

she uses a larger variety of teaching techniques and she is reminded of what is expected 

typical development. 

I feel that teaching kids both with and wiothout [sic] disabilities makes me a 

better spec ed teacher for sure, probably a better gen ed teacher too. When your 

kids have such diverse needs, you have to differentiate instruction and having the 

typical kids around makes me remeber [sic] what kids are supposed to be doing 

developmentally. 

Betty brought up a similar sentiment. To meet the needs of her students with disabilities 

she uses specific visual supports. She suggested that all the students in the class may 
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benefit from the teaching strategies and accommodations often used with students with 

disabilities.  

I believe that it wonderful for those students also just like teachers they need to 

learn patience and acceptance of others also when the teachers modify for 

inclusion students then the other students get the benefits too such as picture 

schedule, picture vocabulary and etc,,, 

 After analysis of surveys, and transcripts from focus groups and face to face 

interviews, the theme of benefits emerged. Participants shared the belief that both 

students with and students without disabilities benefit from being educated in the same 

classroom. Some participants simply shared the idea that both groups of children benefit 

and others shared specific profits. Children with disabilities gain access to the general 

education curriculum and have the opportunity to learn from more skilled learners. The 

expressed advantages for students without disabilities were opportunities to learn 

tolerance and empathy and to be educated in an environment that is more representative 

of society as a whole. They also shared the idea that instruction improved due to the wide 

range of strategies used in the classroom and the sharing of knowledge between teachers 

working together.  

 Question one-theme two: Challenges. Challenges was another theme which 

emerged from the analysis of the participants’ shared experiences. The teachers who 

participated in the study shared concerns related to providing instruction to children with 

and without disabilities in the same classroom. They expressed challenges related to 



80 
 

appropriate classroom support, students’ challenging behaviors and needs, and shared 

responsibility with other teachers.   

 Challenges related to staffing and support. One of the primary challenges 

discussed by both general education and special education teachers was the need for 

appropriate support. Jackie, a current early childhood special education teacher who is 

also a certified prekindergarten teacher, discussed the need for enough staff in the 

classroom. She shared, “All of the kids benefitted from the experience, but we did need 

extra staff to make sure everyone was progressing.” Kathy’s comments during her focus 

group discussion seemed to be in agreement. She shared she supports inclusion, but there 

are staffing needs which must be considered.  

If anything, I am more of a proponent for it than before, with the proper support. 

The problem in our district is they tend to just throw the students in together and 

there isn't as much support as there needs to be. 

When asked if her opinion concerning inclusion had changed over time, Kathy likewise 

discussed the need for appropriate staffing. Her concern was not just about children 

identified with disabilities, but also appropriate identification and support for children 

who enroll in school with possibly unidentified disabilities. She explained how parents 

may enroll their children for school and the child may have individual needs that have not 

been identified as being related to a disability.  According to her, the arrangement of staff 

matters in meeting students’ needs.  
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…they are not necessarily identifying kids as quickly as they should I think and I 

do not know that they are giving as much assistance um and support. There are a 

lot of regular ed classrooms that have a lot of special needs kids in them in and it 

is kind of  like oh but they are included and and [sic] that is fine and dandy but 

you are not giving these teachers the tools that they need. And, you know and for 

example, if we have a child we think is on the autism scale, there is a committee 

of seven people that have to come out and visit three times before they can ever 

even consider that it might even be a possibility. 

She went on to explain a situation which occurred when a child was enrolled for 

kindergarten. During the registration process, the educators suspected he may have had 

an unidentified disability, but it took a lengthy amount of time to determine if he met the 

diagnostic criteria of a specific category of disability. He was served in a general 

education class and due to a lack of an identified disability for a period of time, the 

general education teacher did not have the support which could have been helpful. 

During one of the focus groups, Connie expressed a challenge related to covering 

all of the prekindergarten curriculum if all of the students’ needs are not taken into 

account when making staffing decisions. The pressure to teach all of the state guidelines 

and meet individual needs is a challenge if the appropriate support is not provided in the 

classroom.  
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The problems that come up sometimes are scheduling and transitions. Also, our 

Pre-K curriculum has changed SO much in the past 5 years, I feel it would be 

hard to insure that I am doing my best for my gen ed. kids if there was not enough 

daily support. 

           Challenges related to student needs and behavior. Managing the amount of 

curriculum that needs to be covered and the challenge of students who require extra 

attention due to behavior concerns and special needs was also discussed. The behavior 

and needs of one student can impact the entire class and the rate of instruction. Ginger, a 

teacher who expressed the belief inclusion is good for students and makes her a better 

teacher, also discussed challenges. The example she provided was about a student who 

was not identified as a student with a disability at the time of the interview. She suspected 

he would qualify as a student with a disability and be eligible for special education at the 

time of the interview and when discussing inclusion included him in the conversation. 

Upon follow up with Ginger, she did confirm he was later identified as a student with a 

disability. 

It is very difficult for the rest of the class to get what they need when I have to 

spend so much time/attention on one student. His violent outbursts and 

inappropriate language and actions are hard on the other children. 

Sherri, a prekindergarten teacher with 30 years of experience started her career as a 

speech language pathologist. She was originally trained to work with children with 

disabilities and as a current general education teacher discussed challenges related 
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covering the prekindergarten curriculum when children with and without disabilities are 

in her classroom. Pacing of instruction can be difficult when the needs of a student with a 

disability creates a need to slow down. She does not know whether to move on and 

address the lack of understanding at a later time, or does she have everyone else wait 

while she works with the struggling student.  

Honestly, I haven't had an issue with either population except it is frustrating 

when a PPCD student slows the process down so much that everyone is waiting, 

and waiting and waiting. Our kids don't have the attention span to wait 

sometimes. Should we wait, or should we very politely go on while someone tries 

to assist those who seem left behind. 

While completing the online survey, Sherri stated a similar idea as she did during the 

focus group, but focused more on the behavior challenges she had experienced. 

…but I am not quite as positive as I used to be. I have had to deal with special 

education students who are so loud and so disruptive that the general education 

students have not even been able to hear my instruction. At times, it has been 

extremely stressful. My special education teaching partners seem to think that 

their students have the right to disrupt and don't even recognize that the general 

education students are not able to attend due to distractions.  

When completing the online survey, Connie also expressed concerns related to how the 

needs of children with disabilities impact the classroom. 
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Some of the students had anger management issues, were unable to control 

emotional responses/outburst with social/authoritative situations, and/or 

experienced seizures. What was difficult was structuring the class lesson plans to 

meet the needs of my low/average/high gen.ed. students and still incorporate 

lessons/activities that did not upset/threaten the well being [sic] of my special 

needs students. Since I still had 11 of my own students and 3, 4 or 5 students from 

PPCD with their Asst. I did not always feel that my gen.ed students needs were 

met.  

She continued to explain how the students’ behavior would distract her attention away 

from instructing the rest of the class at times. 

Many times, the inclusion students would have adverse reactions to transitioning 

to my room from theirs or there would be things in my room (toys that had certain 

noises/sounds) that would bother them. Even after careful planning, some students 

could still not transition well. It would take the PPCD Asst. and me most of the 

class time to work with these students while the others continued at self-directed 

activities even though that had not been my lesson plan. 

Carol, a special education teacher who goes into general education classrooms to provide 

support, shared a similar concern about a kindergarten student being served in a general 

education kindergarten class. 

In my kindergarten class, the gen ed teacher was spending an average of 70 

minutes a day dealing with one of my student's outbursts. As a parent of ANY 
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other student in that room, I would be pretty upset about that much time being 

taken away from the academic day. 

Challenges related to working with other professionals. The participants in this 

study participate in a wide range of working arrangements. While all of the teachers have 

been involved in inclusive educational settings, there were multiple methods of providing 

inclusion represented in the study. Some of the teachers in the study, teach in classrooms 

where two certified teachers work in the same classroom the entire class time from bell to 

bell. Other teachers work in a setting where special education support comes into the 

classroom for a period of time to provide support or students with disabilities are 

removed from the general education classroom for specialized instruction or therapy. 

Regardless of the arrangement for providing special education support, teachers are 

expected to collaborate and work together. Difficulties related to working with other 

teachers in a shared setting was frequently discussed. 

 Ginger referred to prior co-teachers and challenges related to working together 

when completing the online survey, “…and a few instances where I felt that I was 

actually more prepared and willing to deal with a child's needs than my co-teacher was.” 

Ginger is the prekindergarten teacher in the classroom, but shared at times she has not 

been paired with a special education teacher who seemed prepared to work with children 

with disabilities. During the online focus group she elaborated on the team dynamic. 

“The co-teach team dynamics can make a world of difference. It took a a [sic] couple of 

years before my partner and I really made a good team.” She also expressed a similar 
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idea in the face to face interview. When explaining it can really depends on how you are 

paired she shared, “I have had some wonderful special ed teachers with whom I have co-

taught with and then I have had some that were not as strong.” Kathy agreed that there 

are challenges with sharing a classroom and groups of children with another teacher. 

During the face to face interview she expressed,  

In my current district the PPCD teachers I have worked with are hesitant to 

relinquish control of their students and hesitant to teach PreK students. I have 

been at two schools that have inclusion and at both schools the PPCD teachers are 

not consistent in participating in the inclusion experience and the students are kept 

from having a rich and rewarding school experience. 

Sally also expressed the idea that working in an inclusive environment can present 

challenges related to working with fellow teachers. She believes that inclusion is not the 

right setting for everyone, “it take [sic] a certain kind of person to be comfortable in the 

full inclusion setting as a teacher. Lots [sic] of people couldn't handle it, but I love it”. 

Betty did not focus on the partnering of teachers, but did share the belief an inclusion 

setting is not right for everyone when she stated, ” But there are some teachers that are 

much better equipped to deal with the special needs of special children. There are some 

who have no business having special needs children in their class.” 

 The factor of challenges in inclusive learning opportunities was a perception 

expressed during different stages of data collection. During data analysis challenges 

emerged as a theme. Participants discussed challenges related to appropriate support in 
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the classroom, individual student’s behavior and needs, and working with other teachers 

while sharing space and/or students.  

Question one-theme three: Need to individualize. A third theme which 

emerged from the analysis of data related to research question one was the need to 

individualize the way inclusion is scheduled. As previously discussed, participants 

frequently discussed the benefits of providing inclusive learning opportunities, but they 

also discussed the need to consider each situation individually and to consider each 

child’s specific needs. Ginger, a prekindergarten teacher who shared benefits from 

providing inclusive learning opportunities, explain her ideas have changed over time. 

During the face to face interview she said, “And I was for inclusion no matter the 

disability and I now understand that there are some kids who benefit from self-contained. 

And I did not have that opinion before”. She continued by saying, “That has changed. 

There are some kids who just cannot handle the amount of stimulation in a regular 

classroom or need more one on one or highly structured more controlled environment.” 

 Blakely, a kindergarten teacher, also expressed that she believes inclusion is 

typically good for children, but she also had experiences when children needed to be 

served in a different setting. In a written response, she explains that she has had 

experiences when some students with disruptive behaviors have needed to be placed in a 

classroom designed to address behavior concerns. 

I feel that for the most it is very benifical [sic] for all students. I have had a few 

expereinces [sic] where it has not. I had a student that had CHARGE and it was 
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very hard for this student to learn in my room. I have also had a few behavior 

studnets [sic] that have ahd [sic] to go to a BIC unit to help them best. It sure 

makes it hard on the teacher until these types of students get placed. 

Carol, a special education teacher, expressed a very similar perception. However, her 

statement did not focus on the behavior of students with disabilities, but on the academic 

needs of the students with disabilities. At the time of data collection, her campus was 

trying full inclusion for the students who in the past had been served in a self-contained 

academic life skills classroom. 

We have done co-teach on this campus for several years. This is the first year we 

have tried full-inclusion for our ALS population. In doing this, we have 

data/documentation to show that for some students, greater academic gains are 

made when they are pulled out for a specialized reading, writing, or math 

programs and then returned to the gen ed room. 

She summarized her idea in the statement, “I think it is important to remember that it is 

not one size fits all. Each student is unique and their needs should be considered when 

making their schedule.” This same idea was also expressed by Connie in her response on 

the online survey. When asked about her current opinions about inclusion she began her 

response by sharing. “I believe that inclusion should be on a case to case basis; one size 

should never fit all.” During the focus group, she elaborated on this idea.  

My perception has changed to the point that I want each situation to be considered 

individually. What is really best for the student? "Least restrictive enviornment" 
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[sic] needs to be considered for each individual. I had a PPCD student that came 

to my room twice a week for 30 mins each visit. He usually had an adverse 

reaction to the transition and (we think) the high ceilings in my room where things 

would move when the ceiling fans came on. I felt so bad for him, but the ARD 

committee (and parent0 [sic] insisted it was in his best interest. 

Alice is another prekindergarten teacher who expressed the desire to consider 

each case individually. She has experience with students who have made progress in an 

inclusive setting and she has experience with students who needed increased small group 

or one on one instruction in a setting other than the general education classroom. Her 

desire for individual student’s needs to be considered was similar to other participants’ 

perceptions.  

I have seen students who both thrived by inclusion and those who needed to be 

pulled out in a setting that was better suited for them. Having seen both of these 

situations I have learned that each individual child is different and not every 

student is going to be able to be successful in the general ed. classroom all day 

long. If a child needs a different setting or needs someone to come in and work 

one-on-one then we must provide that for the student 

 Specific questions were crafted for the online survey, focus groups, and face to 

face interviews to help the researcher gain an understanding of the participants 

perceptions related to inclusion in early childhood classrooms. Through analysis of data 

related to research question one, the themes of benefits, challenges and the need to 
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individualize were identified. The themes related to research question one have been 

presented with supporting excerpts from the surveys and transcripts.  

Research Question Two-Teachers’ Perceptions of Support and Preparation  

The second research question, “What are early childhood teachers’ perceptions in 

relation to support and preparation for the inclusion of students with disabilities in their 

classrooms?”, was also used to frame this study. Multiple survey, focus group and 

interview questions were written to help gain an understanding of the participants’ 

experiences in relation to support and preparation for inclusion. Through analysis of the 

transcripts, four themes emerged; collaboration, in district training, administrative 

support and pre-service training.  

Research question two-theme one: Collaboration. When participants were 

asked about support, a frequent response related to collaborating with other professionals. 

Participants discussed how much they learn from others and how helpful other 

professionals can be. Some discussed the value of their co-teacher being helpful, others 

referred to therapists and related service providers that provide support to students with 

disabilities.  

 Sally, a prekindergarten teacher with three years of experience, works in a 

classroom with a special education teacher the full class time. During her focus group, 

she shared her appreciation for the opportunities to share ideas with others.  

We have started doing more grade level trainings, and that has helped...they end 

up being more of a "sharefest" but sometimes that's the most beneficial I [sic] love 
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collaboration. I [sic] learn the best from those teaching the the [sic] same things: 

what works, what doesn't, etc 

When asked to share about the most helpful support, Sally also referred to collaboration.  

“Support of other teachers in the same setting; they know the stresses and joys and can 

offer help and support.” When asked to share about the most helpful conversations when 

collaborating, she shared, “the most helpful to me is strategies.” 

 Jackie, a special education teacher with nine years of experience, also discussed 

the support provided when collaborating with other professionals such as the speech 

language pathologist and other early childhood teachers. “The most helpful support is 

through our amazing SLP and the other preschool teachers. Our preschool teachers have 

many years of experience. I have learned so much through them.” She even stated that 

the only support she has received has been from other teachers and her speech language 

pathologist. Carol, another special education teacher who has always taught in an 

inclusive setting, shared a similar sentiment. “I would say my team has been my best 

resource. We all have very different experiences and trainings.”  

General education teachers also expressed appreciation for working with other 

professionals. Connie, a prekindergarten teacher with over 20 years of experience in 

education, discussed the benefit of working with other professionals. She shared that 

there are differences in opinion at times between the special education and general 

education departments, but that the collaboration benefits both children with and without 

disabilities.  
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There are sometimes differences of opinion between the camps, but our 

collaborations have been so helpful! Our District OT, PT, and VI specialist have 

done workshops that really meet our needs. These things acn [sic] also translate to 

halp [sic] our gen. ed. students, especially with ESL. Our oncampus [sic] Speech 

pathologist is always available for support and advice. 

Stephanie, another prekindergarten teacher, continued the discussion related to the 

support provided though collaboration. Stephanie specifically said, “We meet with 

colleagues once a month to discuss our progress, strategies to improve, curriculum, etc. 

Meeting with all of the teachers of the same age group so often really helps”  

Participants also expressed appreciation for their teaching partners. Karen, a 

general education teacher who teaches in a classroom with a special education the entire 

class time believes her most helpful support has come from having a co-teacher. 

“The most effective support I have received has been being placed in a classroom with an 

experienced special education teacher.” When asked what she considered to be the most 

helpful support, Blakely likewise mentioned her teaching partner, “My co-teach partner is 

wonderful”. 

 Research question two-theme two: In-service training. When responding to 

questions about support, many participants not only discussed the support of co-workers, 

but also the training provided by the school districts where they work. When asked 

specifically about training, participants listed many different types of workshops in which 

they have participated. However, training was also frequently discussed when asked 
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about support. Kathy, a prekindergarten teacher with 24 years teaching experience, 

expressed the relationship between training and support. She also explained how the 

training has helped her teach students who may have unidentified delays or disabilities.  

The most helpful support I have received is the training the last few years. It has 

given me the ability to differentiate for students that are not identified as special 

education students but exhibit some characteristics as children that are placed in a 

special education setting. 

Connie, another prekindergarten teacher, communicated the helpfulness of training as 

well. When competing the online survey, she was asked what has been the most helpful 

support you have experienced. Her response was similar to Kathy’s when she wrote, 

“Probably information/demonstrations given at our District PK meetings from the Spec. 

Ed. areas administrators/specialists.” 

Ginger, a teacher with 24 years of experience, also described how the district 

administration has supported her through training. She elaborated on the types of training 

provided and how it has helped the adults feel more comfort working with a diverse 

group of students.  

My campus and district administrators have provided training on co-teaching and 

training pertaining to specific needs such as seizures, tube feeding, suctioning, 

etc. so that all staff feel comfortable interacting with each child. 

Karen, a kindergarten teacher, contributed in the discussion of support and training and 

explained other ways the training supports the day to day functioning in the classroom. 
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I am fortunate to have attended several worshops [sic] both in my district and at 

region [xx] that have impacted what I am able to do in a classroom. I love that I 

can go to a literacy workshop that shows easy stations to place in the classroom 

and that they are easy to implement and manage. 

While many participants discussed the support provided through training, they 

also shared their perceptions about training that was not considered to be helpful. There 

are times when early childhood teachers in public school districts are included in district 

or campus wide training. According to the participants, this training is often not related to 

what they do in the classroom and is perceived as unhelpful. Participants shared 

frustration about attending training related to state mandated testing for older grades and 

training related to teaching skills not developmentally appropriate for an early childhood 

classrooms.  

Sally is one of the participants who discussed feeling like her time could be better 

spent if training was more appropriate to her grade level. When asked about the least 

helpful training, she shared, 

whole campus staff development on topics relating mostly to upper grade 

levels...it is not something I can use, and I feel my time would be better spent 

learning how to better service my students. 

Betty seemed to agree with this idea. When completing the online survey, she stated the 

least helpful training is that which covers information related to needs of students in older 

grades. When asked about the least helpful training on the online survey she wrote, 
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“Training for standardized test that don’t [sic] usually pertain to pre-k”. She expressed a 

similar idea during the face to face interview by saying, “Yea, yea. Whenever they 

training us on writing paragraphs, I am trying to get them to write their names.” Jackie, a 

special education teacher similarly expressed the lack of appropriateness of attending 

training related to state mandated tests, “Training on giving the STAAR test to 5th 

graders was not helpful.”  

During her face to face interview, Ginger not only expressed the idea some training is not 

helpful, but it also takes time away from being able to complete other needed tasks. 

The best training is what is helpful to me right now so I can apply it and get it and 

you know. What is not helpful to me right now and in the past is simply being on 

an elementary campus and is the things that have to do with the upper elementary 

classes that have nothing to do with us and we are thinking the whole time of all 

the things we could be getting done. So that is the least helpful because we cannot 

apply it. 

 The discussion about training continued as some participants not only discussed 

the topics of training believed to be unsupportive, but some participants also expressed a 

preference or lack of preference for specific styles of professional learning. One 

participant discussed a partiality for online training. 

Online works best for me where I can do it whenever it is convenient for me. I am 

an insomniac so I am likely to be two in the morning and I am like I can do a 

training right now and the online also gives you a chance to go back and refresh 



96 
 

yourself and get cause I do not remember all the stuff I got way back when and I 

am not a note taker. 

Kathy shared a different preference for training, “I think the coming in and demonstrating 

the modeling is really much better for me anyway. I need to be able to see it.” This same 

idea was additionally expressed by Kathy when she explained,  

In most cases, teachers would be happy to have someone come observe and offer 

realistic and effective interventions at the very least. They would also appreciate 

follow up conferences with experts to reassess the interventions. 

Joyce, however, prefers to observe others teaching as a form of in-service training. 

During the face to face interview she said,  

I think the best training for me is either going in and being an observer where I 

can talk with the kids and interact and follow with what the lessons are or even 

being a non-participating observer where I can watch because you get different 

ideas. 

Research question two-theme three: Administrative support. A third area of 

support discussed by participants was administrative support. Discussions related to 

district and administrative support varied in opinions and focus. Some teachers expressed 

satisfaction with support, others were not as pleased with the level and types of support 

from administrators. When discussing administrative support, participants not only 

referred to support for providing inclusive services, but also discussed support in general. 

Due to the fact, any administrative support to help them carry out their responsibilities 
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would impact their inclusive classroom all comments about administrative support were 

included in analysis of data.  

Actions by administrators considered supportive included being available, 

providing materials, and providing needed information. Betty, a teacher who teaches in a 

collaborative setting with a school district and Head Start program, made the following 

statement about the most helpful support she has received. 

Availability, her being there as soon as we need her it not having to take forever, 

again awesomeness with transitions. Her listening to us when we have had a bad 

day. She has done that more than once. There are days that are just, I went over 

this time and time again and he is just not getting it. Am I a horrible teacher? And 

she offers different ways to look at it and think about it and try different things. 

She also offers instruction and resources and stuff like that. 

Availability was mentioned by other participants, likewise. Carol, a special education 

teacher made the following comment, “Our admin and sped director are both readily 

available and are very good about getting answers back to us when we have issues.” 

Joyce expressed not only gratitude for her prior administrator’s availability, but continued 

by stating she believes she has been able to remain on a less supportive campus 

environment because of what she gained from her highly supportive previous 

administrator. 

My first administrator was willing and supportive of creating a successful 

program. She encouraged us [the teachers] to try different things, to evaluate their 
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effectiveness and to grow and change depending on the results. She was available 

to brainstorm with and to help hone our brainstorms into workable ideas. She was 

also amazing at finding the funding we needed to implement the ideas. Her 

support gave me the knowledge and confidence to continue teaching inclusion 

now with limited administrative support or understanding. 

Another way administrators provide support is in providing encouragement and 

creating an atmosphere supportive of educators and inclusion. Stephanie, a 

prekindergarten teacher who works in a setting where special education staff visits her 

room to provide services to children with disabilities, made the following statement about 

her administrator, 

The administration is willing to do whatever it takes to benefit all children, 

whether it be providing inclusion for a child with special needs to expose them to 

more, or simply building the character of a child without disabilities by exposing 

them to children their age who have special needs. We are working towards 

everyone believing in the philosophy of every child being a general education 

grade level child first, then a child with special needs. 

Kathy similarly shared her experiences with a supportive administrator. She discussed her 

administrators wanting to help do what is best for all students. 

Yea our district administrators are really supportive as far as if there is a child that 

is significantly inhibited they will go the extra mile as far as trying to get 

something rolling or at least get you some support to come in. 
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Alexis, a teacher with over 21 years teaching experience, made the following statement 

about her administrator providing support, “They are good about helping and getting 

classroom teachers what they need and what the child needs in order for all to be 

successful.” 

There were also many comments related a lack of support by campus 

administrators. Connie discussed feeling unsupported by her administration. She shared 

the belief that what is said by her administrators does not always match what she 

experiences. She discussed a lack of support and paucity of availability and visibility.  

I wish our Principal & Asst. Principal were more visible in the classroom. It 

makes no sense to me that PK, Kinder & PPCD are in an add-on wing of our 

campus. Whoever designed it had never taught these grades! We are the farthest 

away from the office, nurse, disciplinary help, etc. and each classroom has one 

bathroom with no bank of restroom in the whole wing. Since that can't be 

changed, just a visit from time to time from the Administrators would be nice. We 

always hear about how important our jobs are with the youngest learners, but 

sometimes, it still feels like lip service. 

In the same focus group, Sherri similarly wrote about administrators not being visible to 

the teaching staff. 

Currently, I don't really see district or campus administrators giving support in the 

inclusive classroom. I am not saying that anyone is doing anything wrong at 

all...Just really haven't had any contact from anyone in a support nature. 
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Joyce spoke of her administrators in a similar fashion. Her comments were in agreement 

with other participants’ comments. She explains that she works independent of 

administrative support. She articulated the idea that her administrator has other issues to 

address and is not knowledgeable about the early childhood classroom where inclusive 

services are provided.  

Now, I am pretty much on my own with my principal, though nice enough, 

having no idea what I do and upper administration literally ignoring me for 

"bigger" problems  

She went on to elaborate on the ideas that not only does she feel her administrators do not 

provide much support, but she believes they do not know much about what she does as an 

early childhood teacher in and inclusive setting. 

Currently my campus administrator is not especially sure of what I do in the pre-k 

or PPCD sense and I am allowed much autonomy to run my classroom as I 

choose. I also do not have much support or intrusion from district personnel. 

Another discussion topic that occurred was frustration about opinions of the 

teachers not being valued by administration. Kathy expressed frustration regarding not 

feeling heard when she articulates concerns about students.  

I would want them to take me seriously when I tell them there is an issue and a 

child needs further evaluation. If anything, I don't want them out of my room, but 

I want experts to come in and give me efficient ways to make that child's 

educational experience the best that can be.  
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During the focus group, Kathy continued to share concerns about her opinions and 

concerns not being valued. She explained at times teachers’ concerns are viewed as an 

attempt to have a child removed from their classroom and not a request for help. 

I would ask them to trust their teachers and let us offer up solutions and creative 

ways to impact as many students as possible, not to rely only on what they think 

the laws mean or a simple evaluation. We are great resources and know what our 

children should and can do. When we voice a concern, it is usually valid and not 

to just "get a trouble maker" out of the regular classroom.  

 Others explained their desire for very specific support. When asked about desired 

support, Joyce said she wanted administrators to “Answer my questions when I ask 

them.” She continued by explaining, 

It seems the spec ed admin in our district is so overwhelmed by law, no one is 

willing to give a straight answer on anything- no one is willing to take 

responsibility for decisions. 

 Participants frequently discussed support provided by administrators when asked 

about support for providing inclusive services. While discussion of support provided by 

administrators often occurred, there were several types of appreciated support and desired 

support. Teachers expressed feeling supported when district and campus administrators 

are visible in the classroom, are available to provide encouragement and answers to 

questions and are willing to provide materials. Some also discussed a desire for their 

opinions and concerns to be heard and valued.  
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 Research question two-theme four: Pre-service preparation. Pre-service 

preparation through college experiences was discussed by eleven of the participants. Nine 

of the eleven participants discussed how they lacked pre-service training which prepared 

them for teaching. Participants tended to express they learned more about teaching from 

being in the classroom, from other teachers, and from in-service training. Sally is one of 

the participants who expressed a lack of preparation from college when she stated,  

Professional development for me has been much better than college...in college 

you're still living in the perfet [sic] world scenerios [sic] and by the time you've 

taught 2 days in public school, you can see where some things they told you 

would work, just don't. 

Stephanie seemed to agree when discussing preparation in the same focus group. She not 

only agreed with the lack of pre-service training, but had a similar experience with in-

service training being helpful. Specifically, she shared, 

My college experience did not really prepare me for an inclusive setting, however 

the school system in which I work has definitely helped prepare me we are 

involved in a lot of professional development strategies and on top of that, the 

school is very supportive of inclusion 

Joyce’s experiences with pre-service training were similar. During her focus group, she 

shared, 

College prepared me very little for teaching, especially for my special needs 

students. I'm not sure there is anything college could have done to make it more 
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meaningful [sic] though. I didn't know what I needed to learn until I got in the 

classroom and had to make these students successful. Being able to pick topics 

that I needed and was interested in is certainly more effective training for me. 

One teacher expressed having a different experience. She originally earned her 

degree in speech language pathology. She felt her pre-service training was helpful and 

she made the following comment. 

I have learned to modify extremely well. I have learned to try to access each 

student's strengths and weakneses [sic] very well. My speech pathology degree 

has been invaluable. 

Ginger, a prekindergarten teacher, also felt pre-service training helped prepare her. 

College provided her the opportunity to gain exposure to individuals with disabilities. 

She explained her experience and its helpfulness by sharing,  

I took a class in college that gave us experience in a public school classroom at 

the university. The class was for severely and profoundly handicapped students. 

This was a class for students that were very young to high school. I learned a lot 

in this class. It took all my fear away. I have also attended many very valuable 

training over the last 24 years. 

Another participant discussed a desire for college pre-service experience to involve more 

training regarding diverse learners. Alexis, a prekindergarten teacher, stated, “There 

should be at least three to four classes pertaining to Sped children in a regular ed degree.” 
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Additional Findings 

 After analyzing the data based on the research questions, there remained 

additional findings of significance not represented in research question related themes. 

Participants discussed feelings of isolation related to teaching in a setting unlike others on 

their campus and the impact understanding child development has on their teaching 

practices. 

 Feelings of isolation. Some of the participants in this study teach on 

prekindergarten through fifth grade campuses. As one teacher mentioned, there are only 

two prekindergarten classes on her campus. This means their classrooms and their 

responsibilities may look different from those who teach older children. Their needs of 

support may also be different. While discussing both in-service training and 

administrative support, comments were made about training not applying to their 

classrooms and some administrators not knowing what they do or what to look for in an 

early childhood class. 

 Both Sally and Betty discussed the unhelpfulness of some in-service training 

because it is not related to teaching in an inclusive early childhood setting. When asked 

about what she considered the least helpful training Sally explained how whole campus 

training is not a good use of her time. She would rather spend time learning how to 

improve her skills working with her own students. Sally explained that she is teaching her 

students to write their name, and attending workshops related to paragraph writing is not 
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applicable. Ginger, a prekindergarten teacher, also discussed challenges related to 

training due to teaching on a campus with multiple grades.  

What is not helpful to me right now and in the past is simply being on an 

elementary campus and is the things that have to do with the upper elementary 

classes that have nothing to do with us and we are thinking the whole time of all 

the things we could be getting done. So that is the least helpful because we cannot 

apply it. 

 Lack of administrative understanding of early childhood programming was also 

discussed and relates to possible feeling of isolation. Joyce, a dually certified teacher 

provides services to both prekindergarten aged students with and without disabilities in 

her classroom. When asked about support from administration, her comments described a 

situation where she perceives her administrator may not be as familiar with early 

childhood as older grades. She answered, “Currently my campus administrator is not 

especially sure of what I do in the pre-k or PPCD sense and I am allowed much 

autonomy to run my classroom as I choose.” When asked about what support would look 

like to her she said, “I think having someone who understands prek and special ed.” 

 Joyce also described prior and current teaching situations. Previously, she taught 

with a group of other early childhood teachers. Now she teaches on a campus with only 

one other prekindergarten teacher who has her own room. During the face to face 

interview she was asked about what she considered to be the most helpful support she has 
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received. She referenced her early teaching experience when she worked with several 

early childhood teachers and she was paired with another teacher.  

I think that first year when that teacher helped me with that class. We had very 

similar teaching styles but different enough that we had different ideas and had 

different strengths of what we provided to the class. It was a very unique pairing 

and I haven’t found anything like that since. 

Shortly after this comment she had tears in her eyes. When asked about the tears she said 

she missed the experience of working with her previous teaching partner. She said, “It is 

just having that partner. We were creating more than a classroom with that.” 

Impact of understanding child development. Another topic that was frequently 

discussed was the impact an understanding of child development plays in their teaching. 

The online survey included a question about the number of college courses taken related 

to child development, and the online focus group and face to face interview included 

questions about the impact of knowledge about child development. Of the twelve 

participants who completed the online focus groups, all of them discussed how 

understanding development helps them plan instruction and meet individual needs. Both 

Ginger and Joyce explained that teaching students with disabilities has helped them learn 

more about development and the understanding of development helps them plan 

instruction. During her online focus group Ginger said, “I think that teaching student [sic] 

with special needs has taught me so much about development. Now I can use that 

knowledge with my special needs students as well as my typically developing students.” 
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In addition to talking about how she has learned more about development while teaching 

she also explained how she is able to simplify instructions when needed. She said, “I had 

some child development in college though I have learned much more since. 

Understanding development and how how [sic] we are suppossed [sic] to grow is 

definitely important in breaking down these skills to teach.” Sherri, also discussed how 

understanding development helps her meet student needs and to plan where to begin 

instruction. During her online focus group she wrote, “By knowing how to assess 

developmental level, I am able to "[sic] begin with a student exactly where he needs to be 

met, and move forward.” Karen stated her feelings about understanding development 

very simply and clearly when she wrote, “Child devlopment [sic] 9is the key to unlocking 

the door to everything I do.” Similar comments were made during the focus groups and 

face to face interviews by all of the 12 participants who completed an online focus group.  

Summary 

 This chapter included a description of the participants and the demographics 

obtained from the online survey. Furthermore, this chapter included a description of the 

process used to analyze and code the data. A presentation of the themes and excerpts 

from the transcripts were provided. The themes were presented based on the 

corresponding research question. The first research question focused on participants’ 

perceptions of inclusion for children between the ages of three and five. The themes 

which emerged from survey, focus group and interview questions related to research 

question one included: Benefits, Challenges, and Need to Individualize. The second 
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research question concentrated on perceptions of support and preparation for early 

childhood teachers providing inclusive services. The themes related to research question 

two included: Collaboration, In-service Training, Support from Administration, and Pre-

service preparation. This chapter has included a presentation of these themes in order to 

portray a meaningful description of the participants’ experiences.  
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CHAPTER V 

 

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

A qualitative, phenomenological approach was used to explore the experiences of 

teachers who because of federal mandates in IDEIA educate 3-5 year olds in inclusive 

settings (Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act, 2004). Based on 

IDEIA, students are to be served in the Least Restrictive Environment, with non-disabled 

peers to the greatest extent possible. This political requirement, or influence of the 

teachers’ macrosystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Garvin, 1991; Krahmal, Zirkel, & Kirk, 

2004; Swick & Williams, 2006), is impacting their daily classroom practices and 

expectations, as they serve children with and without disabilities in the same classroom. 

With the purpose of gaining an understanding of teachers’ experiences of teaching in an 

inclusive setting with children between the ages of 3-5 years, the researcher collected 

responses from teachers by conducting an online survey, online focus groups, and 

interviews. The questions developed for use during these three data collection points 

were designed to answer two research questions that were the focus of the study.    

1. What are early childhood teachers’ perceptions regarding the inclusion of 

students with disabilities in their classrooms?  

2. What are early childhood teachers’ perceptions in relation to support and 

preparation for the inclusion of students with disabilities in their classrooms? 
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Through analysis of the transcript data, themes emerged related to the two research 

questions. This chapter will discuss the themes, and provide a comparison to the 

Ecological Systems Theory and Lewin’s change theory and the current body of research. 

Study limitations, recommendations for future research, and implications will also be 

included in this chapter.  

Discussion of Findings 

 The purpose of the use of phenomenology as a philosophical approach is to gain 

an understanding of an experience (Giorgie, 2000; Jonas, 1994; Moustakas; 1994). The 

process of analyzing transcript data allows for the emergence of themes to describe the 

participants’ experiences. The themes that emerged in this study were related to each of 

the two research questions. The first research question focused on the perceptions of early 

childhood teachers who work in inclusive settings. The themes related to this question 

were benefits, challenges, and the need to individualize. The second research question 

concentrated on teachers’ feelings related to support and preparation for providing 

inclusive services in an early childhood classroom. The themes which emerged in relation 

to this research question were collaboration, in-service training, administrative support, 

and pre-service training. This section will discuss the findings based on the emerged 

themes related to three major topics in this study including; perceptions of inclusion in 

early childhood classrooms, support for inclusion and preparation for teaching in 

inclusion setting. 
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Perceptions Related to Inclusion in Early Childhood Classrooms 

 The survey, focus group, and interview questions designed to provide an in-depth 

understading of the teachers’ perceptions for inclusion in early childhood classrooms 

were analyzed and the emerging themes were benefits, challenges, and the need to 

individualize. Participants’ responses related to benefits fell into three different categories 

of benefits. Participants expressed the belief that inclusion provides benefits for children 

with disabilities, and without disabilities and improves the quality of instruction.  

Participants’ responses were very much in line with the international movement 

as discussed at the World Conference on Special Needs Education (Blândul, 2010; 

UNESCO, 1994; United Nations Education, S.n., 1990) and recommendations from the 

National Association for the Education of Young Children and Division of Early 

Childhood (2009). Participants discussed the benefit of children without disabilities 

gaining the opportunity to assist others and to have classroom experiences that are more 

similar to the real life world experiences with a diverse environment. Teachers expressed 

the confidence that children without disabilities gain the opportunity to grow in empathy 

and leadership skills. They also shared the opinion that children with disabilities often 

learn from peers. According to the Salamanca Statement (Blândul; UNESCO, 1994; 

United Nations Education, S.n.) which originated out of the World Conference on Special 

Needs Education, as a way to ensure appropriate educational opportunities and to fight 

the continued ideas and fears related to discrimination, schools should be child centered 
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and professionals should be prepared to meet all students’ needs. According to 

recommendations, students with disabilities should be educated with typically developing 

peers not only to ensure quality instruction and access to the general education 

curriculum, but also because of the benefits to society inclusion fosters. Children with 

disabilities have the right to be active members of their community and not considered a 

separate group (Avramidis & Norwich, 2002; Cross et al., 2009; Hurley & Horn, 2010). 

 The themes related to challenges are also in agreement with prior research. 

Participants discussed the impact of some students’ behavior or needs on the rest of the 

class. Hastings and Oakford (2003) and Avramidis and Norwich (2002) also discussed 

the differences in potential students’ needs and teachers’ perceptions. Often teachers’ 

perceptions of inclusion vary depending on the nature of student’s disability and how it 

impacts the classroom. Students’ whose disabilities impact their intellectual skills to a 

severe degree or their behavior are often viewed as more difficult to support in an 

inclusive setting (Hastings & Oakford). Participants’ responses demonstrated a concern 

for how to pace instruction when some were not able to make progress as quickly. Some 

participants also expressed frustration at how a student’s behavior can negatively impact 

the environment for all students. 

In addition, prior studies have shown that teachers often have had limited 

experiences with individuals disabilities and possible misconceptions and low comfort 

levels (Barr & Bracchitta, 2008; Campbell, Gilmore, & Cuskelly, 2003; Tait & Purdie, 

2000). Due to the review of this literature, the researcher anticipated a theme related to 
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comfort level or prior experience with individuals with disabilities, but this was not the 

case. Overwhelmingly, the responses of the participants demonstrated a lack of prior 

experience with individuals with disabilities, but they had positive feelings about 

inclusion in the beginning. Only two participants discussed the idea of comfort level. One 

prekindergarten teacher explained a course she took in college as providing her the 

opportunity to work in a classroom with individuals with multiple disabilities. She shared 

it helped with taking away some of the fear she had prior to the opportunity. Only one 

other teacher brought up the idea of comfort level. This teacher was in her first year of 

teaching, but the year prior she worked as a teaching assistant in an inclusive setting. She 

shared that prior to her experience as an assistant she was intimidated by the idea of 

working with children with disabilities. When she began her teaching position she was 

excited about the opportunity to teach in an inclusive classroom, but believes her 

experience as a teaching assistant with students with disabilities helped prepare her.  

Perceptions Related to Support 

Participants also shared their perceptions regarding support for inclusion. The 

themes related to support which emerged were collaboration, in district training, 

administrative support. These themes are consistent with previous research. The 

importance of collaboration in education is frequently discussed in research (Orr, 2009; 

Wilkins & Nietfeld, 2004; Van Den Berg, Sleegers, & Geijsel, 2001). Participants 

explained they gain a great deal of support from other professionals. They discussed how 

their partnering teachers bring expertise that is helpful when they work together to serve a 
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diverse group of children. Many times they shared about how much other teachers have 

helped teach them new ways to provide instruction. One teacher even shared about the 

emotional and social benefit of having another teacher with whom she worked so closely. 

They also discussed the benefit of consulting with other special education staff such as 

speech language pathologists, physical therapists, and occupational therapists.  

Support provided by school administrators was another topic frequently discussed 

by participants and explored in research. Participants expressed both satisfaction with 

support and concerns regarding lack of support. Support was often discussed in terms of 

being available, providing needed materials and answering questions when needed. 

Administrative support has been shown to be an important factor in research regarding 

inclusion. According to Orr (2009), teachers’ with positive attitudes related to inclusion 

often report administrative support, and Valeo (2008) reports teachers’ and 

administrators’ evaluation of support often differ. When interviewing teachers and 

administrators, Valeo found teachers who expressed concern that the principal did not 

know what was going on in the program. Similar comments were made during this study, 

as well. While many participants believe their administrator is available and provides 

needed materials and encouragement, others shared the belief their administrator is more 

focused on other issues and may not be as familiar with early childhood.  

Participants also discussed in-service training as a positive form of support. Some 

participants expressed frustration about being required to attend in-service training 

sessions which do not apply to their teaching setting, but when training is applicable they 
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reported it as being helpful. Prior research has also shown varied outcomes related to in-

service training. According to Bi Yung (2010), a study conducted with a large number of 

administrators, special education teachers and general education early childhood teachers 

showed all professionals regardless of experience expressed a need for further training. 

Perceptions Related to Preparation 

 When asked about training that prepared them for working in and inclusive 

setting, pre-service training, specifically college coursework, was discussed by 

participants. Nine of the eleven participants who discussed college shared a belief that it 

did not prepare them for work in the classroom. They discussed how they have learned 

more while in the classroom teaching. One participant shared that in college she did not 

know what she needed to learn and now that she is in the classroom she is able to choose 

in-service topics which fit her needs. In contrast, another participant, a prekindergarten 

teacher, shared how her college experience did help her by providing an opportunity to 

gain experience with individuals with disabilities. She believed this experience helped 

take away some of her fear as described in research (Campbell, Gilmore & Cuskelly, 

2003).  

One participant recommended that a general education degree include three or 

four classes related to teaching diverse learners. This recommendation is in line with 

prior recommendations found in inclusion research. Shared training experiences between 

early childhood education and early childhood special education has been recommended 

(Mitchell & Hedge, 2007; Wilkins & Nietfeld, 2004) The shared training would allow 
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future early childhood educators to learn strategies to use in an inclusive classroom and it 

would create more opportunities for special education teachers to learn about 

developmentally appropriate practices (Mitchell & Hedge, 2007). The training would also 

allow students in both degree programs to learn skills related collaborating with 

professionals within a school campus (Wilkins & Nietfeld, 2004). 

Discussion of Theoretical Frameworks 

 Both Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and 

Lewin’s Change Theory (1947) were used to frame this study. The questions used during 

the data collection process were purposively crafted to explore how the different systems 

in Ecological Systems Theory and the stages of Lewin’s Change Theory related to the 

participants’ experiences. Brofenbrenner’s theory was more helpful in framing this study 

than Lewin’s Change Theory. Many of the participants have always taught in an inclusive 

setting and a theory of a change was not useful when exploring their experiences.  

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory 

 Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979) was useful in framing this 

study. Questions were designed to explore the participants’ experiences working in an 

inclusive setting. The questions pursued an understanding of the participants’ experience 

within his or her classroom and also how other individuals, decision makers or policies 

within different systems impacted the participants’ practice. Participants focused their 

discussions on relationships between themselves and the microsystem, mesosystem and 

the macrosystem.  
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 According to Ecological Systems Theory the microsystem includes components 

of an individual’s environment where he or she is directly involved. This would include 

the teachers’ classroom and the other teachers or services providers and therapists with 

whom she directly works. Participants frequently discussed the impact of interactions 

with others. Some discussed how helpful it was to collaborate with other teachers. They 

explained how much they learn from their coworkers and how collaborating with 

partnering teachers or therapists improves their skills. Collaboration with other 

professionals emerged as theme specifically related to support and corresponds to 

influence of the microsystem. Discussion of the bidirectional influence of two factors 

within the microsystem emerged when two participants discussed how their 

understanding of development enables them to assist other coworkers in knowing how to 

assist a student.  

 Participants also discussed experiences related to specific students which are 

examples of a relationship within the microsystem. The participants shared about the 

impact their instruction and relationships with students has on student learning and 

growth, as well as the impact student behavior and needs has had on their own teaching 

skills and the classroom environment. Improvement in student learning and improvement 

in the skills of teachers as a result of working with students with disabilities is an 

example of bidirectional influence within the microsystem. 

 Additional influencing factors include decisions made by district and campus 

level administration. The influence between these two settings, administration and the 
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classroom, directly impacts the experiences of the participants and would fall within the 

mesosystem. Administrators often make decisions about where to place a class on the 

campus and how to assign staff. Participants’ comments included statements about the 

importance of classroom size in regards to physical space and the number of students 

assigned to a class. The decisions administrators make impact the functioning of the 

classroom, and therefore, the experiences of the teachers. Administrative decisions 

regarding funding for classrooms and how to allocate staff, as discussed by participants, 

impact the classroom environment and therefore shape the experiences of the teachers 

providing instruction in the classroom. 

 Another district administrative decision which impacts the classroom is the way 

student concerns are handled. Many teachers discussed experiences with children 

enrolled in prekindergarten with potentially unidentified disabilities. Without an 

identified disability and an Individualized Education Program (IEP), students do not have 

access to special education services. Participants discussed the challenges in their districts 

due to rules and procedures related to referring and evaluating children for a possible 

disability if the child is between 3-5 years of age. Participants expressed a desire for 

administrators to value their recommendations and to move more quickly in the process 

of identification and service provision.  

Lastly, the bidirectional influence within the macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979), the relationship between the participants’ experiences and the law and culture, was 

present in the data. Participants discussed the impact of the law and rules related to the 
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IDEIA (Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act, 2004) have on their 

classroom and professional responsibilities, as well as the expected future influence 

inclusion in early childhood will have on culture and society. The participants teach in 

settings which include children with disabilities and children without disabilities because 

of cultural expectations, and laws reflected in the IDEIA, specifically requirements 

related to serving children in the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE). IDEIA also 

includes regulations related to identification of students with disabilities and who are 

entitled to specially designed instruction. The official procedures involved in providing 

all students with needed supports was expressed as a frustration for participants. 

Participants expressed the desire to provide all children with a variety of perceived 

needed services without the delay and limitations some of the federal requirements may 

entail.  

Furthermore, participants expressed the belief that the inclusive services they 

provide will have a positive impact on society. Participants explained how their students 

are learning empathy, leadership skills, and tolerance. They discussed a better future for 

society because they are providing students with the opportunity to attend a classroom 

that is more representative of society. Beliefs that empathy is best learned at an early age 

and that both children with and without disabilities benefit were expressed. Some 

participants even referred to ideas of segregation and prejudice and how the inclusive 

opportunities they provide are helping address these social issues. 
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Lewin’s Change Theory 

 Lewin’s Change Theory (Lewin, 1947) was also selected to frame this study. The 

concepts of Lewin’s Change theory were used to design survey, focus group, and 

interview questions with the expectation of gaining an understanding of participants’ 

experiences related to changes in teaching models. The theory proved to have a limited 

relationship to the study. Approximately half of the participants began teaching in an 

inclusive early childhood setting. They did not experience a change and therefore, did not 

discuss the process of unfreezing, moving and refreezing discussed in Lewin’s theory. 

Other participants discussed volunteering for the opportunity or already believing 

inclusion was a good model for providing early childhood instruction. The researcher had 

anticipated participants would discuss a change in models of providing instruction and 

the steps along the process of change, but this did not occur. One participant did however, 

discuss how the teachers at her school in the 1990s chose to create a model of inclusive 

early childhood education for her campus before they were required to use a model 

determined by a policymaker. This relates to the idea that those involved in a change 

should be able to influence the process of change (Ting-Ting, 2005), but no participants 

elaborated on a process of participating in a change and striving to reach a new 

equilibrium. 

Conclusions 

 The purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of the lived experiences of 

early childhood teachers who teach in an inclusive classroom. An online survey, online 
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focus groups, and face-to-face interviews provided participants with the opportunity to 

discuss their experiences and perceptions related to inclusion, and perceptions of support 

and preparation for teaching in an inclusive setting. The following statements are 

synopses of the participants expressed experiences.  

1. Participants believed inclusion is a positive model being used to provide 

services to children between the ages of 3 and 5. They discussed both 

academic and social benefits for children with and children without 

disabilities. 

2. Inclusion provides opportunities for teachers and other school professionals 

such as speech therapists, occupational therapists, and physical therapists to 

collaborate. Participants explained that these collaborative conversations and 

moments serve as support and provide them opportunities for professional 

growth. 

3. Teachers partnered with another teacher to provide inclusive services view 

their co-teacher or partnering teacher as a significant factor in the process. 

Some participants reported learning new strategies from the other teacher and 

other participants described situations with their partnering teacher considered 

frustrating.  

4. While inclusion was viewed as a beneficial model of instruction, participants 

also described challenges related to serving children with and without 

disabilities in the same classroom. Participants expressed concerns about 



122 
 

students’ instructional needs, students’ disruptive behavior, appropriate 

staffing, classroom space, and class size. 

5. Participants shared the desire to see inclusion addressed individually. They 

explained how inclusion is beneficial for students, but also requested each 

child’s needs be considered separately. Some students benefit from pull-out 

instruction or from quieter settings. When designing inclusive opportunities 

for children with disabilities, participants would like for there to be multiple 

options based on each child’s needs.  

6. Participants define administrative support as the administrator being available, 

valuing teachers’ input, answering questions, supplying needed materials, and 

providing encouragement.  

7. Due to the fact that many early childhood teachers work on prekindergarten 

through fifth grade campuses, some participants felt like their administrator or 

other professionals on the campus do not understand early childhood or know 

what their responsibilities include. 

8. Participants found in-service training offered by their districts or educational 

service centers as helpful. They often referred to in-service training as 

support. They prefer training designed for the setting in which they work. 

Training specifically tailored for teachers in older grades is not found helpful.  
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9. Participants reported college preparation was not helpful in preparing them to 

teach in an inclusive setting. Many participants shared they have learned more 

through in-services or on the job training. One participant described an 

opportunity in college to gain exposure to individuals with disabilities. She 

explained it helped take away fear. 

Limitations 

 Through this research a deeper understanding of the experiences of fourteen early 

childhood teachers who provide instruction for 3-5 year olds with and without disabilities 

was achieved; however, there are limitations to the research. There were limitations due 

to time constraints and data collection methodology. Two participants were unable to 

participate in the online focus group and data shared by them was limited to the online 

focus group. The method of communication through an online focus group also presented 

challenges. During the online focus group, the researcher posted a question and 

participants responded. Participants then typed their responses and posted them. The 

transcripts then could be difficult to follow. Participants did not have an opportunity to 

proofread their responses and the transcripts had to be formatted in a way to combine 

participants’ responses. The original transcripts of the focus groups included disconnect 

phrasing. As one participant completed a partial response to a question, another 

participant could post a response before the first participant finished. While participants 

expressed pleasure in discussing the topic with other professionals online, and different 

ideas were expressed, the written quality of the data created challenges in presenting their 
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experiences. Follow-up communication with participants was also an unexpected 

challenge. The majority of participants did not respond when condensed transcripts and 

preliminary themes were sent to them for verification.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 This study specifically explored the perceptions of 14 early childhood teachers in 

relation to teaching in an inclusive classroom. Because of the limited amount of research 

related specifically to inclusion and early childhood teachers, future research is 

recommended. This study included both early childhood general education teachers and 

early childhood special education teachers. Future research could examine the 

perceptions of teachers with a particular certification and could use additional data 

collection procedures. Future research could also include: 

1. A comparison of the perceptions of early childhood teachers in co-teach 

settings and those who teach in a setting as the only teacher in the 

classroom;  

2. A study focused primarily on exploring the types of training early 

childhood teachers in inclusive settings find helpful;  

3. A longitudinal study which follows an experienced and new teacher 

during their first year of teaching in an inclusive early childhood setting; 

4. The use of both in person and online focus groups to gain the benefits of a 

group conversation and at least one data collection time which provides 

anonymity for the participants;  
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5. A focus on the types of students’ needs that teachers feel require the most 

support;  

6. An investigation on the relationship of co-teach partners and what teachers 

feel helps support that relationship. 

Implications 

The findings from this study provide implications for public school 

administrators, planners of professional development, and those who develop college 

programs for training future teachers. Participants’ experiences in an inclusive early 

childhood classroom have provided an in-depth look at their perceptions. They provided 

helpful information in relation to how they view administrative support. They spoke 

frequently about the availability of administers. Teachers described both administrators 

that were available to answer questions, to provide encouragement and help brainstorm, 

and administrators who were not visible in classrooms and did not provide answers to 

questions in a timely manner. Based on participants’ responses being visible in 

classrooms, listening to teachers’ concerns, and valuing their suggestions are approaches 

that district administrators can use to support early childhood teachers in inclusive 

classrooms. If teachers work on prekindergarten through fifth grade campuses, they also 

discussed feeling isolated from the rest of the campus. Feeling like others assume all they 

do is play, and their administrator does not know what to expect in the classroom was 

discussed. According to participants, administrators could work with their staff to 

determine how to facilitate a sense of belonging on the campus.  
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Administrators can also make use of the in-depth discussion in which participants 

engaged related to collaboration. One of the most helpful forms of support participants 

discussed was collaboration with other professionals. In order to collaborate with other 

professionals, time to work together is required. Administrators can assist with this by 

developing campus schedules allowing for professionals to spend time together to discuss 

student concerns and develop intervention plans.  

Those who plan district professional development opportunities can also glean 

applicable information from the findings. Teachers described their in-service 

opportunities as beneficial. They considered in-service training as a form of support. 

They also described training opportunities they considered unprofitable. At times, they 

are required to attend training for the campus or district as a whole. These workshops 

often do not relate to what they are teaching. They specifically discussed the 

unhelpfulness of workshops related to state mandated testing not completed by early 

childhood students, and workshops related to teaching skills not appropriate such as 

paragraph writing. As districts develop professional development plans, they may 

consider what participants expressed as beneficial and unprofitable professional learning 

opportunities. They may collaborate with early childhood teachers to create an in-service 

training plan that meets both district requirements and relates to specific needs teachers 

identify in the classroom. 

A third topic participants frequently discussed was college coursework. The 

majority of participants shared the opinion of college not being helpful for preparing 
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them to teach in an inclusive early childhood classroom. As leaders in university 

programming plan curricula, they may consider how federal mandates are impacting the 

current make-up of the classroom. Teachers also discussed how many different details are 

involved in teaching in an inclusive setting. They are required to coordinate with 

therapists, collaborate with other classroom professionals, and meet the needs of a diverse 

group of students. Designing curricula that covers some of these topics may prove to be 

beneficial. Despite the fact state certification tests for general education early childhood 

and special education are separate, it may better prepare early childhood teachers for an 

inclusive setting if special education and early childhood programs collaborate.  

Summary 

 This chapter reviewed the themes which emerged from the responses of 14 early 

childhood teachers when completing an online survey, and possible additional online 

focus group and face to face interview. The themes were discussed in relation to current 

research related to inclusion. The researcher also included a discussion of conclusions, 

limitations and implications of the study. Additionally, recommendations for future 

research was presented.  
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Early Childhood Teachers in Inclusive Classrooms Needed 

You are invited to participate in a study that will explore the perceptions of early 

childhood teachers related to inclusion and support for teachers providing instruction in 

an inclusive setting. The study is entitled: 

Attitudes Regarding Inclusion and Perceptions of Support of Early Childhood Teachers 

in Texas 

Researcher- Jennifer Cox  214-794-8231  Jencox@twu.edu 

Research Advisor-Karen Petty, Ph. D.  940-898-2698  Kpetty@twu.edu 

Participants must be: 

 Current teachers in a Texas public school and teaching students between the ages 

of 3 and 5 years.  

 Providing instruction to both children with and without identified disabilities.  

Participation includes: 

 45 minute online questionnaire and 45 minute online focus group/chat 

 Option to participate in a 45-60 minute one-on-one interview 

Benefits of Participation: 

 You will help contribute to the research literature in regards to supporting early 

childhood teachers providing inclusive services. 

 Receive a copy of the findings if requested at the end of the study. 

 Receive a $10 gift card to an area grocery super store.  

Informed Consent Statement: Before participating in the study you will be provided 

with consent form and the procedures and any potential risks will be discussed. 

Participation is strictly voluntary and you may withdraw your consent at any time. When 

participating in the on line portions of the study, your participation takes the place of your 

signed consent. 

 

Confidentiality Statement: There is a potential risk of loss of confidentiality in all 

email, downloading, and internet transactions.  

 

Participation is 100% Voluntary 

Earn a $10 gift card 

Contact Jennifer Cox 214-794-8231 or JenCox@twu.edu 

mailto:Jencox@twu.edu
mailto:Kpetty@twu.edu
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On-line Focus Group Questions 

 Describe the settings of your current and prior teaching experiences. 

 How do you feel about providing instruction to both children with disabilities and 

children without disabilities? 

 Has your perception changed over time? If so, how has it changed? 

 How has your college and professional development training prepared you to teach in 

an inclusive classroom? 

 How has your understanding of development impacted your teaching in this setting? 

 Describe the types of support your campus or district administrators provide related to 

inclusive early childhood classrooms. 

 How do you feel about the types and degree of support you have received? 
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Consent to Participate in Research 
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Demographic and Online Survey Questions 
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Demographic Survey Questions 

(To be entered into Survey Monkey ©) 

Thank you for interest in participating in the study Early Childhood Teachers' Attitudes 

About Inclusion and Perceptions of Support 

Participation in this study is completely voluntary. 

Completion of online components of the study (online survey and online focus group) 

serves as your consent to participate in the study. You may discontinue participation at 

anytime if desired. 

If you have any questions or concerns, please contact Jennifer Cox, the primary 

researcher, at jencox@twu.edu or 2147948231 

Confidentiality Statement: There is a potential risk of loss of confidentiality in all email, 

downloading, and internet transactions. 

Gender (circle)    Male    Female                  

Age (circle) 20-25yrs    26-30yrs     31-35yrs      36-40yrs     41-45yrs     46-50yrs      

51-55yrs      55-60yrs     61-65yrs     66-above   

Type of educational training (circle)  

Traditional University Degree leading to certification 

Post Undergrad Certification Program            

Alternative Certification 

Number of college courses related to special education or instruction strategies for 

students with learning differences _________ 

Number of college courses related to child development ______ 

Teaching experience 

 Early childhood/general education________yrs 

Early Childhood/Special education __________yrs 
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 General education (grades 1-3)__________yrs 

 General education (grades 4-6)__________yrs 

 General education (grades 7 and above) ______yrs 

Special education (grades 1-3)__________yrs 

 Special education (grades 4-6)__________yrs 

 Special education (grades 7 and above) ______yrs 

Type of inclusion setting (circle) 

 One teacher dual certified 

Co-teach (a general education and special education teacher teaching concurrently 

the full class time) 

 Co-teach for part of the class time 

 Pull-out services to address IEPs 

 Visiting support staff 

     Other 

(explain)_________________________________________________________ 
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Online Survey Questions 

 Describe the settings of your current and prior teaching experiences. 

 What were your experiences with children with disabilities prior to teaching in an 

inclusive setting? 

 How did you feel when you were told you would be teaching in an inclusive setting? 

(either when hired or when the type of classroom in which you taught was changed) 

 If you have not always taught in an inclusive setting, what were your opinions about 

inclusion before teaching in this setting? 

 What are your current opinions about inclusion? 

 On what are your current opinions based? 

 In what types of training have you participated to prepare you for teaching both 

young children with and without disabilities? 

 Describe the types of support your campus or district administrators provide related to 

inclusive early childhood classrooms. 

 What has been the most helpful support you have received in relation to teaching in 

an inclusive setting? 

 How do you feel about the types and degree of support you have received? 

 What types of training have been least helpful? 
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