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Abstract  

Inclusive education – is it rhetoric or reality? There appears to be a lack of studies on the 
participation of children with disabilities in mainstream preschools (Law, King, Petrenchik, 
Kertoy, & Anaby, 2012). Studies into inclusive education have mostly been conducted to 
understand inclusive education in the context of different countries, and the broad area of teacher 
development, with less attention at the classroom or practice level. The dominant models 
available to explain practice and the outcomes of research include a medical model and social 
model (Bøttcher & Dammeyer, 2016).This study is framed by a cultural-historical perspective, 
which explored the process of participation of children with disabilities in Australian mainstream 
preschool settings.  With regard to exploring the participation process of children with 
disabilities, the dialectical interplay between preschool support and children’s actions was 
investigated using the concepts of cultural-historical theory on disability. Vygotsky’s concepts of 
the “primary and secondary disability,” “alternative ways of development” and “social situation 
of development” were used to understand a deeper participation of children with disabilities in 
relation to practice. 

Four focus children (mean age 3.71 years), attending the same mainstream preschool in 
South-east Melbourne, Australia, were followed and video recorded in different activity settings 
of the preschool. The preschool teacher and other staff were recorded in video observation as 
they were interacting with the focus children. Additionally, the researcher interviewed the 
preschool teacher and other staff to learn more in-depth about the inclusive practice in the 
preschool. In total, 40 hours of video observation data and four hours of video interview data 
were collected. Further, documents (attendance record, instruction plans, and artworks) and 
photographs were obtained. Data were analysed following Hedegaard’s three levels of 
interpretation (Hedegaard, 2008c). 

This study found that the focus children and preschool practice co-constructed 
roundabout (alternative) ways of development when children experienced difficulties. Thus the 
secondary disabilities were confronted and participation possibilities were ensured, with just a 
few divergences. This study found the dialectical interplay between the preschool demands and 
the child motives created developmental conditions for children with disabilities while the child 
experienced emotional validation. It was also found that focusing on disability rather than the 
strengths of a child can mislead educators when designing support strategies. The findings of this 
study coincided with Vygotsky’s argument that each child experiences developmental conditions 
differently as their relationships with the situations are different. The category of disability 
cannot fully inform the child’s unique developmental conditions. Thus understanding of each 
child’s Social Situation of Development (SSD) is crucial. 

Therefore, the outcomes of this study contribute to the position that disability should be 
counted as demographic information, and educators should understand the child as a whole in 
order to battle the secondary disability in preschool practices. This study contributes to 
researching children with disabilities and to rethinking disability and inclusive practices in 
relation to the child and the preschool environment in which the child participates. Future 
avenues for studying the inclusion of children with disabilities have been identified in relation to 
a newly emerged cultural-historical model of inclusive preschool practice. 
  



Page iv of 301 
 

Thesis including published works declaration 
 
I hereby declare that this thesis contains no material which has been accepted for the award of 
any other degree or diploma at any university or equivalent institution and that, to the best of my 
knowledge and belief, this thesis contains no material previously published or written by another 
person, except where due reference is made in the text of the thesis.  
 

This thesis includes two original paper published online in a peer reviewed journal and 
one submitted publications. The core theme of the thesis is participation of children with 
disabilities in early years’ education. The ideas, development and writing up of all the papers in 
the thesis were the principal responsibility of myself, the student, working within the Faculty of 
Education under the supervision of Dr Marie Hammer and Laureate Professor Marilyn Fleer. 
  

The inclusion of co-authors reflects the fact that the work came from active collaboration 
between researchers and acknowledges input into team-based research. 
 
In the case of Chapters 5 and 6 my contribution to the work involved the following: 
 
 

Thesis 
Chapter 

Publication 
Title 

Status 
(published, 
in press, 
accepted or 
returned for 
revision, 
submitted) 

Nature and % 
of student 
contribution 

Co-author name(s) 
Nature and % of Co-
author’s 
contribution 

Co-
author(s)
, Monash 
student 
Y/N* 

Chapter 5  

Inclusion of a 
child with 
expressive 
language 
difficulties in a 
mainstream 
Australian 
preschool – 
roundabout 
ways can create 
opportunities 
for participation 

Published 
online 
first 

Student 
contributed 80% 
by  
Concept 
formation and 
collecting data 
and writing first 
draft  

1) Marilyn Fleer‘s, 
15% input into 
write up and key 
ideas 

2) Nikolai Veresov’s, 
5% input as 
conceptual 
guideline 

No 
No 
 
 

Chapter 6  

Understanding 
the child in 
relation to 
practice and 
rethinking 
inclusion: A 
study of 
children with 
autism spectrum 
disorder in 
mainstream 
preschools 

Published 
online 
first 

Student 
contributed 80% 
by 
Concept 
formation and 
collecting data 
and writing first 
draft 

1)Marilyn Fleer’s 
10% input into write 
up and conceptual 
guideline 

 
2) Marie Hammer’s 
10% input into write 
up and conceptual 
guideline 

No  
No 

 



Page v of 301 
 

I have not renumbered sections of submitted or published papers in order to generate a consistent 
presentation within the thesis. 
 
Student signature:                                        Date: 16 December 2020   
 
The undersigned hereby certify that the above declaration correctly reflects the nature and extent 
of the student’s and co-authors’ contributions to this work. In instances where I am not the 
responsible author I have consulted with the responsible author to agree on the respective 
contributions of the authors. 
 

Main Supervisor signature:                           Date: 16 December 2020 
  



Page vi of 301 
 

Acknowledgements 
 

Officially a PhD journey starts after enrolment in the course but its historical starting point is a 
long way back. I was born in a middle class family in Bangladesh where girls’ education was a 
dream or fantasy. My grandma wanted to study and graduated primary school with a scholarship. 
Unfortunately, childhood marriage snatched her dream of further education. My mother escaped 
childhood marriage but dropped out of higher secondary college due to marriage. I am lucky that 
my mother, Rabeya Begum, and my father, Mohammad Abdul Hannan, created good conditions 
for my education. 

I had strong motivation and imagination to pursue the unknown. One of my childhood 
dreams was to go abroad to explore new cultures. Being a child of the middle class family of a 
developing country, I imagined higher education as a ticket to fly overseas. Moreover, through 
my academic journey, the childhood dream took specific shape through my research interests. 
Finally, my dream came true through an Australian Leadership Award 2010 and I flew to South 
Australia to study Master of Education (Special Education) at Flinders University. Consequently, 
an Endeavour Postgraduate Fellowship and Scholarship 2015 supported my Doctoral enrolment 
at Monash University. I am grateful to the Australian Government and all case managers who 
supported my journey by keeping close contact with me, the host university and the funding 
department. 

Sincere gratitude goes to Laureate Professor Marilyn Fleer. 
My official PhD journey began and in that journey I had Marilyn Fleer as my main 

supervisor. My deepest gratitude to my friend Dr Shukla Sikder who introduced me to Marilyn. 
Being supervised by Marilyn means my PhD journey is very different from that of many other 
colleagues. In social sciences, PhD researchers feel alone but under Marilyn’s supervision 
students are always part of a community. She is a true leader. I think everyone around her feels 
the glow of her knowledge, personality and active involvement. Marilyn initiated the PhD day 
workshop idea and she regularly invited colleagues and students to participate. Marilyn, words 
are really limited to express my gratitude for your leadership, support and encouragement. 

My special thanks to Associate Professor Nikolai Veresov. 
I had Nikolai Veresov as my co-supervisor. He is always welcoming and enthusiastic to 

explain the cultural–historical theory. His attachment to Russian culture added another 
dimension to his intellectual speech on cultural-historical theory. Apart from supervision Nikolai 
Veresov gave his valuable time and opinions in a regular reading group for PhD students and 
colleagues.  

I am profoundly thankful to Professor Dennis Moore. 
 In the middle of my PhD journey my supervision team changed due to administrative 

issues. It was a big challenge for me but together we overcame it.  At the challenging time, 
Dennis Moore and Dr Marie Hammer came on board with major responsibilities. Dennis was my 
“virtual supervisor” as we always met in ZOOM meetings. However, his feedback as well as 
communication was so strong that I did not feel any difference. My deepest gratitude to you, 
Dennis. Another change knocked on my door as Dennis retired from his position.  

I am extremely grateful to Dr Marie Hammer. 



Page vii of 301 
 

 In this time Marie held my back as my main supervisor. She did not let me down, no 
matter how much of a hard time she was going through. Therefore, her support was very special 
to me. Moreover, her experience with children at risk made her insights and suggestions very 
strong in relation to my project. Finally, I have completed my journey with Marie and Marilyn.  

 You may think it was a very complicated journey and it was. But I mostly adored the 
heavy part of it. I am fortunate that I got the chance to work with four supervisors and all of their 
best wishes go with me. Once you are my supervisor you will always be my “Guru”. Without 
their guidance, critical feedback, immense support and encouragement I could not arrive at this 
point of achievement. 

I would like to express my gratitude to faculty members, admin staff, TLS staff and 
library staff who created supportive conditions for graduate students to make our journey 
smooth. Thank you Professor Jane Wilkinson, Associate Professor Joseph Agbenyega, Associate 
professor Graham Parr, Dr Scott Bulfin, Dr Raqib Chowdhury, Dr Anna Podorova, Dr Lynette 
Pretorius. 

My humble gratitude to the panel members who gave their valuable time and constructive 
feedback on my work from time to time. Thank you Associate Professor Janet Scull, Dr Hilary 
Monk, Dr Corine Rivalland, Dr Megan Adams. My heartfelt appreciation goes to Dr Liang Li, 
Dr Avis Ridgway and Dr Gloria Quinones, for their valuable feedback at some points of my 
candidature. 

The PhD journey would be very boring and incomplete without supportive friends and 
colleagues. Very special thanks to Dr Shukla Sikder and Dr Andi Armawadjidah Marzuki 
(Arma) who are always ready to support others. I owe much to you Shukla as your smart 
suggestions and motivation rescued me from many difficult situations. Arma, you may know 
how much I enjoyed your company and suggestions!  I am so grateful to you for your voluntary 
contribution in my field research. My heartfelt thanks go to Dr Sue March who is such a great 
mentor. I learnt many research skills from her. You are amazing Sue! My friend Dr Jui Judith 
Gomes is another inspiring mentor and she was always there to help me. I am delighted to 
acknowledge that my friends and colleagues made my journey inspiring and supported me with 
positive vibes. My special thanks go to fellow PhD colleagues Dr Omar Sulaymani, Dr junqian 
ma, Dr. Yijun Hao, Dr Anamika Devi, Dr Antoinette White, Dr Rebecca Lewis, Ade Utami, 
Xianyu Meng, Kulsum Chishtiyonzon, Olga Danilova, Dr Victoria Minson, Dr Fabiana Marques 
Barbosa. I also would like to thank other PhD colleagues, Monash Education Research 
Community (MERC) and Education Ambassadors for the moments we shared together. 

Studying abroad is hard but I am fortunate enough that my Bangladeshi friends were 
around me and I did not get much chance to miss my culture. I would like to thank Dr Shaila 
Banu, Dr Ahsan Habib, Mohammad Rezaul Karim, Dr Jahirul Mullick, Dr Saiful Malak, Dr Arif 
Kabir, Dr Abu Zafar Shahriar, Dr Rakibul Islam, MD Shamsuzzaman Shaheen, Dr Zulfeqar 
Haider, Shahrier Haider, Dr Mahbub Sarkar Sabuj, Dr Khairul Islam, Farhan Azim, Israt Arefin, 
Dr Foez Mojumder, Dr Tariqul Islam, Deya Chakraborty, MD Matiur Rahman and other 
Bangladeshi friends and their families. 

I would like to express my gratitude to my former supervisors and teachers. Thank you 
Dr Leigh Burrows, Dr Jane Jarvis, Dr Anna Nobel and Professor Tariq Ahsan for your 
continuous support and encouragement in my academic journey. I would also like to thank my 
employer and colleagues in BRAC Institute of Educational Development, BRAC University, 



Page viii of 301 
 

Dhaka, Bangladesh for the higher study leave and their encouragement for my successful 
completion of PhD.  

Back to my Family. My husband, Sahed Ahmmed, and my son, Shayan Ahmed, I have 
always appreciated your sacrifices, patience and continuous encouragement during my PhD 
journey. My daughter, Tashin Tanzeeba, was born during my PhD journey. My mum flew to 
Australia to support my family and my study. My dad, mother-in law, father-in-law, brothers, 
sister-in-laws, niece and nephew all sacrificed and supported my journey. I love you all and my 
language is limited to express my gratitude to all of you.   

Very special thanks to the participant children, parents, and educators for their voluntary 
participation in my study. Without your participation, this study would not be possible.  

My heartfelt thanks to Dr Colleen Keane for proof-reading my thesis. She is an editor 
with a PhD in English literature, a very different area of study from my empirical research. 
The editorial intervention was restricted to Standard D − Language and illustrations and Standard 
E − Completeness and consistency according to the Standards of the Australian Standards for 
Editing Practice. 

Finally, I am grateful to the almighty creator who brings lots of support and makes my 
way better. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Page ix of 301 
 

Table of Contents 

List of Tables ......................................................................................................................... xiv 

List of Figures ......................................................................................................................... xv 

List of abbreviations ............................................................................................................. xvi 

Chapter 1: Background of the study ...................................................................................... 2 

Introduction ......................................................................................................................... 2 

Personal impetus for the study ........................................................................................... 4 

Purpose of the study ............................................................................................................ 7 

Research questions .............................................................................................................. 7 

Significance of the study ..................................................................................................... 8 

Key terms ............................................................................................................................. 8 

Inclusive education......................................................................................................... 8 

Disability ........................................................................................................................ 9 

Preschool ...................................................................................................................... 10 

Mainstream ................................................................................................................... 10 

Participation ................................................................................................................. 11 

Overview of the thesis ....................................................................................................... 14 

Chapter 2: Literature review ................................................................................................ 18 

Introduction ....................................................................................................................... 18 

History of inclusive education .......................................................................................... 18 

Inclusive education and children with disabilities ......................................................... 20 

Early childhood education and inclusion in Australia ................................................... 21 

Research trends in the inclusion of children with disabilities in education ................. 25 

Empirical studies: Scope of the review ............................................................................ 27 

Participation of children with disabilities in education ................................................ 29 

Inclusion in early childhood education ........................................................................ 32 

Teachers’ attitude and preparedness……………………………………………..33 



Page x of 301 
 

Parents’ attitudes………………………………………………………………...35 

Peers’ behaviour and attitudes…………………………………………………...36 

Collaboration…………………………………………………………………….36 

Transition………………………………………………………………………...37 

Social skills………………………………………………………………………38 

Cultural-historical research on disability and inclusion ............................................... 39 

Conclusion .......................................................................................................................... 44 

Chapter 3: Theoretical Framework ..................................................................................... 48 

Introduction ....................................................................................................................... 48 

Different lenses on disability ............................................................................................ 48 

Cultural-Historical conception of disability and inclusion ............................................ 52 

Primary disability and secondary disability ................................................................. 52 

Alternative (roundabout) route of development and compensation ............................. 55 

Same educational goal and inclusion ........................................................................... 58 

Cultural-historical theory: An overview ......................................................................... 60 

The general law of development .................................................................................. 61 

Cultural tools and mediation ........................................................................................ 62 

Development as a process and qualitative change ....................................................... 64 

Dramatic and dialectic nature of development............................................................. 67 

Social Situation of Development (SSD) ...................................................................... 68 

Perezhivanie ................................................................................................................. 71 

Ideal and real forms of development ............................................................................ 73 

Motive and demand ...................................................................................................... 74 

Conclusion .......................................................................................................................... 76 

Chapter 4: Research Design .................................................................................................. 79 

Introduction ....................................................................................................................... 79 

The theoretical foundation of this research .................................................................... 79 

Cultural-historical methodology ...................................................................................... 81 



Page xi of 301 
 

Study design ....................................................................................................................... 85 

Context ............................................................................................................................... 87 

Social and cultural context…………………………………………………………...87 

Institutional context………………………………………………………………….88 

Activity settings……………………………………………………………………...91 

Children (individuals)………………………………………………………………..93 

Participant selection .......................................................................................................... 93 

Data collection methods .................................................................................................... 96 

Video observation ........................................................................................................ 97 

Interview ...................................................................................................................... 99 

Field notes, photos and documents ............................................................................ 100 

Data analysis .................................................................................................................... 100 

Common sense interpretation ..................................................................................... 101 

Situated practice interpretation .................................................................................. 101 

Thematic interpretation .............................................................................................. 102 

Ethical considerations ..................................................................................................... 102 

The researcher’s role in the study ................................................................................. 104 

Rigour of study ................................................................................................................ 104 

Limitations of the study .................................................................................................. 106 

Conclusion ........................................................................................................................ 107 

Chapter 5: Alternative (roundabout) way of development .............................................. 110 

Thesis with published work: An overview .................................................................... 110 

Backdrop of Paper One .................................................................................................. 110 

Paper One ........................................................................................................................ 112 

Chapter 6: Understanding the child in relation to preschool practice ........................... 133 

Backdrop of Paper Two .................................................................................................. 133 

Paper Two ........................................................................................................................ 135 



Page xii of 301 
 

Chapter 7: Finding a pedagogical password for a child’s inclusion ............................... 165 

Backdrop of Paper Three ............................................................................................... 165 

Paper Three ..................................................................................................................... 167 

Chapter 8: Same social situation but different social situation of development ............ 196 

Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 196 

The focus child ................................................................................................................. 197 

Data presentation ............................................................................................................ 198 

Resource sharing in the preschool.............................................................................. 198 

Child’s active participation and inclusion .................................................................. 199 

Diversity among peers in the same social situation ................................................... 203 

Diversity within the child in same social situation .................................................... 206 

Conclusion ........................................................................................................................ 211 

Chapter 9: Inclusive practice in the preschool .................................................................. 216 

Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 216 

Data presentation ............................................................................................................ 216 

Potential strengths for inclusive practices .................................................................. 216 

Inclusive culture………………………………………………………………...217 

Educator’s experiences…………………………………………………………218 

Children’s active participation…………………………………………………219 

Multi-age group practice……………………………………………………….220 

Situation-based support………………………………………………………...221 

Challenges identified in the preschool practice ......................................................... 222 

Alternative communication and early intervention practice……………………222 

Professional development and support…………………………………………227 

Parent-teacher communication…………………………………………………229 

Conclusion ........................................................................................................................ 230 

Chapter 10: Discussion and Conclusion ............................................................................ 233 



Page xiii of 301 
 

Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 233 

Answering the research questions ................................................................................. 233 

Lesson learned and rethinking inclusion ...................................................................... 236 

Child’s active participation ........................................................................................ 237 

Emotional validation .................................................................................................. 237 

Early intervention and roundabout way of development ........................................... 239 

Dialectical nature of social influences and inclusion ................................................. 240 

Battle the secondary disability ................................................................................... 241 

A child with disability as a child and disability as demography ............................... 244 

Rethinking inclusive practice ..................................................................................... 245 

Contributions of this study ............................................................................................. 248 

Recommendations for future research .......................................................................... 250 

Implications ..................................................................................................................... 251 

Concluding words ............................................................................................................ 252 

References…………………………………………………………………………………..253 

Appendix 1: Ethics Approval from Monash University ................................................... 268 

Appendix 2: Ethics Approval from the Department ........................................................ 269 

Appendix 3: Explanatory Statement for Families ............................................................ 271 

Appendix 4: Consent Form for Families ........................................................................... 274 

Appendix 5: Explanatory Statement for Home Visit........................................................ 276 

Appendix 6: Consent Form for Home Visit ....................................................................... 278 

Appendix 7: Explanatory Statement for Staff................................................................... 280 

Appendix 8: Consent Form for Staff .................................................................................. 282 

Appendix 9: Details of Staff Participation ......................................................................... 284 

 



Page xiv of 301 
 

List of Tables 

Chapter 2 Page 

Table 2.1: Trends in inclusive education research 27 

Chapter 4  

Table 4.2: The summary of staff participation  90 

Table 4.3: Activity settings in Butterfly Preschool practice 92 

Table 4.4: Summary of data collection 97 

Chapter 10  

Table 10.5: Summary of the study findings 234 

 

  



Page xv of 301 
 

List of Figures 

 
Chapter 1 Page 

Figure 1.1: The gap in the intersection of inclusion in preschool, participation and cultural-
historical theory 

4 

Figure1.2: Participation process 12 

Chapter 2  

Figure 2.3: Research trend on the inclusion of children with disabilities 26 

Figure 2.4: Scope of the literature review 29 

Chapter 3  

Figure 3.5: Two different states of disability (Vygotsky, 1993) 53 

Figure 3.6: Alternative route to reach same social goal 56 

Figure 3.7: The process of mediation; adapted from (Vygotsky, 1994a) 63 

Figure 3.8: Cultural-historical framing of participation 77 

Chapter 4  

Figure 4.9: Children’s participation in preschool and dialectical interplay of social and individual; 
Adapted from Hedegaard (2012) model of children's activity settings in different institutions 

84 

Figure 4.10: Addressing research questions using Hedegaard's model of activity settings 85 

Figure 4.11: The study design 86 

Figure 4.12: Floor plan of the preschool (collected from the centre notice board) 88 

Figure 4.13: Playground layout (drawn by the researcher) 89 

Figure 4.14: The data analysis procedure 101 

Chapter 10  

Figure 10.15: Cultural-historical model of inclusive preschool practice 246 

  

  



Page xvi of 301 
 

List of abbreviations 

ABA Applied Behavioural Analysis  

ACECQA Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality Authority  

APCP Assessment of Preschool Children’s Participation  

ASD Autism Spectrum Disorder  

BEd Bachelor of Education 

CP Cerebral Palsy 

DEEWR Department of Education Employment and Workplace Relations 

ECA Early Childhood Australia 

ECE Early Childhood Education 

ECEC Early Childhood Education and Care 

ECI Early Childhood Intervention 

ECIA Early Childhood Intervention Australia  

EYLF Early Years Learning Framework 

ICF International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health 

ICF-CY International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health for 

Children and Youth 

ICIDH International Classification of Impairment, Disability and Handicapped 

IDEA Individuals with Disabilities Education Act  

IEP Individual Education Plan  

IJIE International Journal of Inclusive Education  

IQ Intelligence Quotient 



Page xvii of 301 
 

ISP Inclusive Support Program  

MEd Master of Education 

NDIS National Disability Insurance Scheme 

NGOs Non-Government Organizations  

NPD National Pupil Database  

NQF National Quality Framework 

PEM-CY Participation and Environment Measure for Children and Youth  

SSD Social Situation of Development 

UN United Nations 

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

UPIAS Union of the Physically Impaired Against Segregation  

USA United States of America 

WHO World Health Organization 

ZPD Zone of  Proximal Development 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 1: Background of the 

study 

  



Page 2 of 301 
 

Chapter 1: Background of the study 

Introduction  

Inclusive education philosophy is getting a good deal of attention in national and international 

education policies, but in terms of implementation, it requires more investigation. According to 

Slee (2014), despite social movements and the advancement in educational philosophy, inclusive 

schooling seems more rhetoric than reality. As an example, Slee (2014) mentioned that the policy 

and practice outcomes of inclusion are not consistent in Australia. Notably, there is a dilemma 

with regard to the inclusion of children with disabilities in mainstream settings. Teachers are often 

reluctant about the placement of children with disabilities in their class on the grounds that they 

are not skilled to teach these children (Florian, 2014).  

In Australia, teachers also need to be well prepared for an inclusive classroom (Forlin, 

Chambers, Loreman, Deppeler, & Sharma, 2013). Slee (2014) referred to the Victorian Auditor–

General’s report (2012), which highlighted the fact that the Australian government spent almost 

$AUD 2.6 billion on the education of children with disabilities between 2006 and 2012.  Despite 

this, there was not any effective follow-up to investigate how this investment helped to enhance 

the educational experiences of children with disabilities. Anderson and Boyle (2015) reported an 

increased placement of students with additional needs in segregated settings in spite of the 

government’s commitment to inclusive education. Moreover, the placement in mainstream 

institutes does not always guarantee the inclusion of children with disabilities. Ainscow (2005) 

explained clearly that presence in educational settings is not necessarily about inclusion, but all 

children's participation and achievement are key factors for inclusive practices. 

Studies on the participation of children with disabilities have been evolving recently. 

Raghavendra (2013) expressed his frustration about the limited research on the participation of 
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children with disabilities and urged for more research on this topic in various contexts of 

different countries. In a quantitative study, Coster et al. (2013) have found that students with 

disabilities are participating in school activities less than children without disabilities. Some 

researchers emphasised qualitative or mixed-method enquiry about the participation of children 

with disabilities (e.g., Granlund, 2013; King, 2013).  

 Moreover, the inclusion of children with disabilities in preschools has received less 

attention in research (Law et al., 2012; Pelatti, Dynia, Logan, Justice, & Kaderavek, 2016). 

Therefore, we know very little about the participation of preschool children with disabilities in 

mainstream settings. I am interested in addressing this gap in the literature by further exploring 

the participation of preschool children with disabilities. This study may help researchers and 

practitioners to better understand what inclusion means from the perspective of children and to 

create conditions for better participation of children with disabilities from the early years of life.   

This study will explore the participation of children with disabilities in preschool through 

the lenses of the cultural-historical theory developed by Lev Vygotsky. However, Vygotsky’s 

insights about children with disabilities and their development are still not widely known in 

academia (Gindis, 1999; Smagorinsky, 2012). As a result, few studies have used Vygotsky’s 

theoretical position regarding children with disabilities (e.g., Bøttcher, 2012; Fleer & March, 

2015; Morcom & MacCallum, 2012). This study will take a step towards addressing the gap in 

this body of work. In particular, the study will address the gap which is situated in the 

intersection (marked with an arrow, Figure 1.1) of the cultural-historical theory, inclusion in 

preschool and participation of children with disabilities. 
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Figure1.1: The gap in the intersection of inclusion in preschool, participation and cultural-
historical theory 

Personal impetus for the study 

Both my personal and professional experiences motivated me to research the central phenomenon 

of inclusion, as illustrated in Figure 1.1. While I was a secondary school student, a television 

program on children with special needs nudged my awareness about social justice for children 

with disabilities. In my tertiary education, I studied Bachelor of Education (BEd) and Master of 

Education (MEd) with a major in special education. Later I worked professionally for 

disadvantaged children who were at risk of exclusion from early grades of primary schools in 

Bangladesh. I did not experience disability myself but reflecting on my journey I found that the 

seed of social justice planted by the television program has grown within me. I have prepared 

myself to raise my voice for inclusive education and inclusive society through research. 

 In a study undertaken prior to my PhD, I (Johora, 2012) found most of the mainstream 

school headteachers (school principals in Bangladesh are designated as headteacher) in 
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Bangladesh expressed positive attitudes towards the inclusion of children with disabilities in 

mainstream schools. At the same time, they also showed their concern about their lack of 

knowledge and skills to address the special needs of students. Moreover, the headteachers of 

special schools in Bangladesh claimed that children with disabilities struggle in mainstream 

schools, as teachers in mainstream schools do not address special needs adequately (Johora & 

Ahsan, 2015). The special school headteachers also added that the participation and success of 

children with disabilities depend on how much they can cope with the existing education system 

(Johora & Ahsan, 2015).  

In the above circumstances, some children with disabilities are continuing their education 

and some are dropping out (Zulfiqar, Hossain, Shahinujjaman & Hossain, 2018). If the teachers 

do not have enough knowledge and skills in relation to the unique needs of students, how can 

they assist them in the classroom? Why are children with disabilities dropping out of mainstream 

education settings? What are the enabling factors behind the success of children with disabilities 

who are continuing their education successfully in the mainstream? Are they really included in 

mainstream education or experiencing a different form of exclusion? All the experiences and 

questions motivated me to explore the participation of children with disabilities in mainstream 

education in-depth as the goal of inclusion is not “dumping” children with disabilities into 

mainstream settings but confirming their full participation, learning and development.  

As a postgraduate student (Special Education) in Australia, I had the opportunity to 

experience some challenges as well as success stories in South Australian schools. I have visited 

“inclusive schools” which had special units for children with disabilities. Most of the Australian 

states, except Tasmania and Victoria, were practising “partial inclusion” by establishing special 

classes, special units or special centres on mainstream school premises (Forlin et al., 2013). 

Those schools merely housed the special school in their yard, and physically presented special 
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centres as a form of segregation. I have also observed pull-out traditions for students with 

learning difficulties, which is also a controversial method as it segregates the student for a certain 

period in school. On the other hand, the use of different technologies for students with 

communication difficulties was very inspiring. Some devices were even modified to cater to a 

unique need of the students. It was nice to meet a student with hearing impairment who 

successfully continued education in a mainstream school and was going to complete her 

secondary school. 

I did not have the opportunity to experience inclusion of children with disabilities in 

Australian preschools. However, I experienced the transition of my son from an overseas 

preschool to an Australian preschool. I left my home country for the purpose of study in the 

middle of 2015. It was a great transition challenge for the whole family. My son left his home, 

preschool, friends, relatives, secondary caregivers in our home country. My son started his 

preschool journey in the middle of the year in Melbourne. It was very challenging for my son to 

make friends in the middle of the academic year, coming from a different country, with a 

different language. 

I found he was not enjoying his preschool much as most of the time he refused to go 

there. Most days I noticed the teacher mentioned that my son played a lot with Tania 

(pseudonym). I cannot remember any other name the teacher mentioned in five months. On the 

day of the closing ceremony, I noticed my “shy” boy was running here and there to play with 

others, but no one was counting him in their circle. He was running with them but not playing, 

he was attending the situation but not participating fully. How much did the educators make an 

effort to help my son making friends? How inclusive are preschool practices? What would they 

do if there were any children with disabilities who may have more special needs?  
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Thus, my personal and professional experiences keep motivating me to explore inclusive 

practices in mainstream educational settings. In this thesis I explore the participation of children 

with disabilities in Australian mainstream preschools as to date the research has been limited 

(Law et al., 2012; Raghavendra, 2013). 

Purpose of the study 

This study aimed to explore the participation process of children with disabilities in mainstream 

preschools in Australia using cultural-historical theory. Regarding the purpose of the study, two 

focus children with disabilities and two focus children without disabilities were observed and video 

recorded in their preschool activities in a long-day-care centre over eight months period. The 

preschool teacher and other staff were interviewed and video recorded to understand more about 

the inclusive practice in the preschool. I also took regular field notes, attendance records, photos 

and collected relevant documents from the preschool. 

Research questions  

Based on the problem identified in the literature and in practice, which was outlined here, the 

following research questions are presented, in order to study the participation process of children 

with disabilities in Australian mainstream preschools. 

1. How do the Australian mainstream preschool practices create conditions for children with 

disabilities to participate in preschool activities? 

2. How do children with disabilities create their individual pathways for participation in the 

Australian mainstream preschool activities? 

3. What are the potential enablers and barriers for the inclusion of children with disabilities 

in Australian mainstream preschools? 
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Significance of the study 

 To begin, this study will be a single but significant step to address the gap in the literature with 

regard to exploring the participation of children with disabilities at the preschool level. The 

findings may help educators to understand a child’s strengths and perspectives and understand 

the child’s relationship with the preschool practice and plan accordingly to support their 

participation and inclusion along with other children. Hopefully, its theoretical position will be 

helpful to create a different awareness towards disability and explain the participation of children 

with disabilities differently. The study may play a significant role in advocating for a cultural-

historical methodology in research and to advocate for inclusive classroom practices. In a 

nutshell, a cultural-historical theoretical understanding of disability and inclusion and the 

evidence-based knowledge that it supports will raise awareness among stakeholders to rethink 

disability and inclusion of children with disabilities in preschools. 

Key terms 

The following key terms are explained here to provide a basic understanding of their uses in this 

study. Chapter 2 provides further information on these key terms and contextual practices. 

Inclusive education 

This term requires clarification as a misunderstanding, or partial understanding of the word 

“inclusive education” is evident in practice. For instance, sometimes, inclusive education is only 

understood as including children with disabilities in mainstream educational institutes (Artiles, 

Kozleski, Dorn, & Christensen, 2006). Though the movement of inclusive education began with 

inclusion of children with disabilities, inclusive education does not simply mean inclusion and 

education of children with disabilities (Forlin et al., 2013). 
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 Inclusive education promotes mainstream education as a right for all, disregarding an 

individual’s social, physical and psychological disadvantages. It is essential to note that inclusive 

education advocates restructuring the existing education system to address the diverse needs of 

students as well as the full participation of individuals. The children should not be made to fit 

into the existing education system. The education system should be changed to fit with children’s 

needs. As Salend (2008) stated:  

Effective inclusion improves the educational system for all learners by placing them 
together in general education classroom – regardless of their learning ability, race, 
linguistic ability, economic status, gender, learning style, ethnicity, cultural and 
religious background, family structure, and sexual orientation. (p. 7) 

This study particularly focuses on the inclusion of one of the disadvantaged groups – children with 

disabilities – as it defines its problem and purpose to narrow down its scope. Hopefully, it will not 

limit the broader understanding of the term “inclusive education”. 

Disability  

Disability can be explained from different angles (see Chapter 3 on different lenses on disability). 

I believe that we should not use the term “disability” to describe any individual, as every human 

being is capable of doing something; some may do the same task but in a different way. On the 

other hand, every human being has limitations. However, the term disability is used here based on 

its general meaning to communicate with readers. As the Disability Act, 2006 by Victoria State 

Government defined – disability relates to a person’s physical, sensory, neurological impairment, 

or acquired injuries, intellectual disability, or developmental delay, for which the individual 

requires long-term supports (Disability Act., 2006). 

I have chosen the term “children with disabilities” consciously, whereas many studies 

preferred to use the term “children with special needs”. I mentioned that, personally, I do not like 

the term, “disability”. However, I could not use the phrase “children with special needs” as it 
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refers to a broader group of children. All children with disabilities can be addressed as children 

with special needs, but all children with special needs cannot be addressed as children with 

disabilities. Many socially disadvantaged groups of children may have special needs without 

having disabilities. United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO, 

1994) has included children with disabilities and children who have disadvantages under the 

term “children with special educational needs”. Therefore, the term “children with disabilities” 

was chosen to match the study scope.  

Preschool 

In Australia, preschool is a play-based structured program delivered by a “degree-qualified” 

teacher for children aged three to five years — in one or two years before they start full-time 

schooling in foundation grade1 (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2019b; Tayler, 2016). 

Preschool programs are delivered in various settings such as stand-alone preschools, long-day-care 

centres (centre-based day-care) and preschools attached to schools (ABS, 2019b; Kemp, 2016; 

Tayler, 2016). In some states of Australia, preschools are referred to as kindergartens whereas the 

term kindergarten refers to the foundation year in a few other states in Australia (ABS, 2019b). 

This study has collected data from a preschool program delivered in a long-day-care centre in 

Melbourne, Victoria. 

Mainstream 

The term mainstream used to refer all kinds (stand-alone, long-day-care and attached to school) of 

preschools which are not exclusively established to care for and educate children with special 

needs (e.g., children with disabilities, children in immigration detention). Mainstream preschools 

                                                 
1 Foundation grade/year is one year full-time education program before starting the primary education. Different 
terms have been used in different states in Australia to refer to the foundation grade (ABS, 2019b). 
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follow general curriculum and offer programs to all children in a particular age group of the 

community. 

Participation 

It is complicated to define “participation” as it might be understood in many different ways –from 

a narrow to a broad sense. According to Granlund (2013), “participation is a multi-dimensional 

construct” (p. 470). “Participation is clearly not a global construct, or [a] single variable, and can 

be conceptualised in a variety of ways” (King, 2013, p. 466). The International Classification of 

Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF), defines participation as “involvement in a life situation” 

(World Health Organization [WHO], 2001, p. 14). The definitions mentioned earlier do not 

provide an in-depth understanding of the nature of involvement in any situation. The following 

definition describes participation broadly: 

Participation implies learning, playing or working in collaboration with others. It 
involves making choices about, and having a say in, what we do. More deeply it is 
about being recognised and accepted for ourselves. (Booth & Ainscow, 2011, p. 11)  

Early Childhood Australia’s (ECA) statement on inclusion stated, “participation means using a 

range of approaches to promote engagement in play and learning activities, and a sense of 

belonging for every child.”  (Early Childhood Australia [ECA], 2016, p. 9). 

Similarly, the European Agency for Development in Special Needs Education (2011) also 

mentioned two broad aspects of participation – presence and engagement. The physical presence 

is necessary, but engagement is the most crucial aspect of participation (European Agency for 

Development in Special Needs Education, 2011). Furthermore, engagement is multi-

dimensional, which comprises behavioural, cognitive and emotional engagement (Fredricks, 

Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004). The first layer of Figure 1.2 is representing this concept. 

Black-Hawkins (2010), pointed out three aspects of participation in school life, which are 

“Access: being there”, “Collaboration: Learning together” and “Diversity: recognition & 
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acceptance” (p.32). These concepts overarch the definition of the European Agency for 

Development in Special Needs Education – see the second layer of Figure 1.2. These aspects 

also relevant to the Booth & Ainscow’s (2011) definition of participation.  

 

Figure1.2: Participation process 

Granlund (2013) and Maxwell, Augustine, and Granlund (2012) mentioned two dimensions of 

Participation – attending or performing and involvement or engagement. They argued that even 

performing a task reflects the attendance dimension of participation, which is mostly measured in 

different studies. Maxwell et al. (2012) criticised the International Classification of Functioning, 

Disability and Health (ICF) or ICF for Children and Youth (ICF-CY) as those did not emphasise 

the engagement dimension of participation.  
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Maxwell et al. (2012) proposed a third qualifier beside the existing two (capacity and 

performance) in ICF and ICF-CY to measure participation completely. Therefore, the category 

“Attending and doing” covers the concept of presence/access and the behavioural engagement 

(see Figure 1.2).  The category “engagement/involvement” is directly related to “engagement” 

category in the first layer and “collaboration” and “diversity” category in the second layer (see 

Figure 1.2). 

The environment is another aspect which is a source of development (Vygotsky, 1994b) 

and is important in understanding participation. Child development is not a natural process but is 

related to the child’s everyday engagement and participation in different institutions (e.g., home, 

preschool, school) (Fleer & Hedegaard, 2010). Participation in different activities provides 

children with opportunities to deal with different social demands and possibilities, as well as 

enabling children to negotiate, to organise and to experience in their own personal way (Højholt 

& Kousholt, 2018). Physical environment, as well as culture and social environment, are 

important with regard to child participation (see Figure 1.2). Environment refers to “physical, 

social and attitudinal environment” (WHO, 2001, p. 16) which can restrict or facilitate 

participation. It also indicates participation opportunities and their availability, accessibility, 

flexibility features.  

Therefore, it is notable that participation is defined in many ways. However, different 

definitions are not contradictory; instead, they are complementary. It is challenging to define 

participation, a multi-dimensional construct, entirely. Compiling the above discussion, 

participation can be seen as a holistic sum of being present, accepted and recognised in an 

environment, access to resources and opportunities, active involvement in different activities 

through behavioural, cognitive and emotional engagement. Such understanding of the concept of 

participation is also synchronised with the Australian Early Years Learning Framework’s 
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(EYLF) overarching motto: “belonging, being and becoming” (Department of Education 

Employment and Workplace Relations [DEEWR], 2009). 

The next section will outline the thesis structure. 

Overview of the thesis 

The thesis is composed of ten chapters. 

This chapter (Chapter 1) states the background to the problem and my motive for 

conducting this study. This chapter also presented the purpose of the study, research questions, 

and research significance. As well, some keywords were also explained, and the thesis structure 

is outlined. 

Chapter 2 presents a critical review of empirical studies in the field of inclusive education 

of children with disabilities, along with a brief history of inclusive education and an overview of 

the current practice of inclusion in Australian early childhood education and care contexts.  

Chapter 3 focuses on the theoretical framework of this study. In this regard, this chapter 

first discusses different theoretical underpinnings in inclusive education research. Then it 

introduces cultural-historical theory followed by why and how cultural-historical theory offers a 

frame for this study. 

Chapter 4 frames the methodology of this study and presents the detailed research design 

with the theoretical basis of methodological decisions of the design and field works. Moreover, it 

introduces the context and participants, including ethical considerations of this study. 

Chapter 5 presents a published article which argues that both the preschool and the focus 

child co-constructed an alternative way to support the child’s communication and participation. 
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This chapter explicitly answered Research Question 1 and Research Question 2. This article is 

published online and the details are as follows: 

Fatema Taj Johora, Marilyn Fleer & Nikolai Veresov (2019): Inclusion of a child with 
expressive language difficulties in a mainstream Australian preschool – roundabout 
ways can create opportunities for participation, International Journal of Inclusive 
Education, DOI:10.1080/13603116.2019.1609100 

To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2019.1609100   

Chapter 6 presents a pre-print of a published article which argues that the interplay between the 

focus child’s motive and preschool demand created opportunities for the child to participate in 

the preschool. This article has been published online in the journal of Learning, Culture and 

Social Interaction, and the details are as follows: 

Fatema Taj Johora, Marilyn Fleer & Marie Hammer (2021): Understanding the child 
in relation to practice and rethinking inclusion: A study of children with autism 
spectrum disorder in mainstream preschools, Learning, Culture and Social Interaction, 
DOI:10.1016/j.lcsi.2020.100469.  
 
To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lcsi.2020.100469 
 

Chapter 7 presents a submitted manuscript (under review) which argues that understanding the 

child’s personality and potential is essential to the practice of inclusive education rather than 

focusing on the biological differences, which dominates in studies that draw on a medical model 

of inclusion. This manuscript has been submitted to Early Years: An International Research 

Journal. The details of the manuscript are as follows: 

Fatema Taj Johora (XX): The preschool teacher’s assumption about a child’s ability 
or disability: Finding a pedagogical password for a child is crucial for inclusion, Early 
Years. 

Chapter 8 is a data presentation chapter, and it presents how children with disabilities and 

children without disabilities participate in the same social situations of the preschool. It argues 

that the same social situations can lead different social situations of development for each child. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2019.1609100
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lcsi.2020.100469
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Chapter 9 is also a data presentation chapter, and argues for the potential enablers and 

barriers for inclusive practice in the preschool and how the dialectic relation between society and 

institutions matter for inclusive preschool practice. 

Chapter 10 brings together the results to answer the research questions and conclude the 

study through an overall discussion of the findings, followed by contributions, recommendations 

for future research, and implications for literature and practice.  
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Chapter 2: Literature review  

Introduction  

This chapter presents a review of the relevant literature on the inclusion of children with disabilities 

in education. First, it provides a brief background of inclusive education and inclusion of children 

with disabilities. Second, it informs the Australian context of early childhood education and 

inclusive practices. Later, this chapter presents a discussion on empirical studies that highlight the 

gap in the literature on which the study is based. Many studies in this field of research are already 

reviewed in the included published paper (Chapters 5 & 6) and submitted manuscripts (Chapter 

7), as the thesis is structured as a thesis with published work. Therefore, some reviews may overlap, 

and some repetition may become evident.   

History of inclusive education 

The recognition of educational rights for children with disabilities is not a recognised historical 

event. Loreman, Deppeler, and Harvey (2011) informed that the 1872 Education Act declared 

compulsory education for all youth of a certain age in Victoria, Australia. Yet, in practice, the 

education system failed to cater to the diverse needs of students at that time. As a result, the Act 

was amended in 1874 to exclude students who were struggling to learn, from the compulsory 

requirement. In England, education became a right for all children in the 1970s and a segregated 

educational system was being used to educate children with disabilities (Black-Hawkins, Florian, 

& Rouse, 2017).  

Before the mid-18th century, disability was viewed as a curse, and children with 

disabilities were commonly perceived as uneducable, or unable (Winzer, 2014). In the 19th 

century children with disabilities were removed from their home and were sent to institutions in 
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the name of their care and safety, where education was not the primary goal (Kisanji, 1999; 

Winzer, 2014). According to Winzer (2014), “Segregation within institutions shielded vulnerable 

children and youth from [a] callous world and simultaneously relieved the world of disabled 

people” (p. 25). At the beginning of the 20th century, despite the growth of institutions, special 

classes and special schools started to expand with the goal of education (Winzer, 2014). 

However, the special schools operated education programs based on the medical model, and 

different therapeutic interventions were high priorities in such schools.  

Special education was growing fast and resulted in more special schools, more categories 

of disabilities, and the growth of special pedagogy. This segregated system also received 

adequate attention and funding (Winzer, 2014). However, parents of children with disabilities 

started to advocate against exclusion from schools and institutionalisation after World War II 

(Turnbull & Turnbull, 2015). Special schools started to face strong criticism with regard to poor 

quality education, watery curriculum, and segregating children completely (Winzer, 2014). After 

the 1960s, significant philosophical shift reformed special education practice around the world 

(Artiles et al., 2006; Winzer, 2014). Institutionalisation and segregated education system all 

come under serious criticism on the grounds of social justice for children with disabilities and 

consequently integrated education provision come under consideration (Winzer, 2014). The 

social model of disability, which argues that disability is a result of social discrimination rather 

than being an individual’s problem, started to influence legislation and policies.  

By the end of the 20th century, organizations started to advocate for inclusive education, 

which addressed the gaps of integration approach and emphasised equity and full participation of 

all children. United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) found 

the need for teacher development in mainstream schools to support such educational reform and 

set up a project to develop material and teaching strategies for inclusive schooling in 1993 
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(Kisanji, 1999). Based on the success of such materials and experiments in inclusive education in 

different parts of the world, UNESCO organised the 1994 world conference at Salamanca, Spain. 

This conference resulted in the Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action on Special 

Needs Education (UNESCO, 1994), which was adopted widely by many countries to eradicate 

exclusion and to promote inclusive education (Kisanji, 1999; Loreman, 2014).  

Inclusive education and children with disabilities 

Education policies are paying attention to inclusive education approaches for equity and justice as 

well as for achieving the goal of Education for All. The Salamanca Statement and Framework for 

Action on Special Needs Education (UNESCO, 1994) and later the UN Convention on the Rights 

of Persons with Disabilities (United Nations, 2006) inspired policymakers to revisit education 

policy to ensure equity through the inclusion of all excluded and at-risk groups of children in 

mainstream schools. The focus of inclusive education is vast in order to achieve its core aim to 

ensure equity and social justice in education. Furthermore, inclusive education philosophy inspires 

social inclusion going beyond the field of education. For Booth and Ainscow (2011), “It 

[inclusion] is linked to democratic participation within and beyond education” (p. 20).  

Inclusive education approach tries to ensure quality education for all, including 

disadvantaged children; for example, girls, children from an ethnic minority, children with 

disabilities, socially stigmatised children. However, sometimes inclusive education is 

misunderstood as the process of just including children with disabilities in mainstream schools. 

“It [inclusive education] is not about an aspect of education to do with a particular group of 

children” (Booth & Ainscow, 2011, p. 20). The inclusion of children with disabilities might be 

seen as the most debatable and challenging, but not the single goal of inclusive education.  
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Among the disadvantaged groups, children with disabilities are doubly disadvantaged.  

With regard to providing education to other disadvantaged groups, we consider their access and 

presence in mainstream schools. In some countries, where the government or state fail to bring 

them into mainstream schools due to financial or resource constraints, non-formal schooling is 

then a second strategy. For example, in Bangladesh, Non-Government Organizations (NGOs) are 

providing a second chance for students who never attended government schools or who dropped 

out (Zia-Us-Sabur & Ahmed, 2010).  

 However, the education of children with disabilities faces the on-going dilemma of 

segregation and mainstreaming. The dilemma is not so much their disadvantaged position in 

society, like other disadvantaged groups or resource constraints, but rather their ability and 

inability issues. The education of children with disabilities historically progressed through 

institutionalisation, segregation, integration and inclusion practices. I prefer and support the 

practice of inclusive education for children with disabilities, because it offers the opportunity for 

equity and quality education rather than segregated, potentially isolating special schooling. 

Early childhood education and inclusion in Australia 

Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) is well-valued in Australia and the government 

focuses on quality and accessibility of relevant services (Australian Government Productivity 

Commission, 2014; Tayler, 2016). Australia has six states, and two territories, and the government 

has three strata; federal, state/territory and local government. The federal and the state/territory 

governments are both responsible for early childhood care, education, and services for disabilities 

(Australian Government Productivity Commission, 2020). Australia provides early childhood 

education and care through a diverse range of services from birth of children and services vary 

across different states/territories. Broadly, services can be categorised in two main types – child 

care services and preschool services. Child care services provide education and care for children 
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aged 0-12 years through centre-based/long-day-care, family care, outside school hours care (e.g., 

after-school care) and other services (Australian Government Productivity Commission, 2020). 

Preschool services aims to provide play-based learning program to children aged 3 to 5 years 

before they start full-time schooling (Australian Government Productivity Commission, 2020). 

Preschool programs are not compulsory in Australia but enrolment rates are high, 

especially in the year prior to formal schooling. Most children participate in a preschool program 

at age four (Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations [DEEWR], 2011). 

For example, in 2018, 91% children participated in the preschool program in the year before formal 

schooling (Australian Government Productivity Commission, 2020). Preschool services are 

provided in standalone preschool premises or preschools attached to schools or through integrated 

programs in centre-based day-care or other integrated approaches (ABS, 2019b; Australian 

Government Productivity Commission, 2020; Kemp, 2016; Tayler, 2016). Regardless of the type 

of service provider, preschool programs in Australia are delivered by preschool teachers who have 

qualified through studying at least three years in early childhood studies at universities (Australian 

Government Productivity Commission, 2020). Recently, different state governments have aimed 

and targeted to increase the number of preschool teachers who are university-trained for four years 

in early childhood studies (DEEWR, 2011). 

One of the focuses of Australian ECEC is to improve access and participation of vulnerable 

and disadvantaged children. Disability has been reported for 7.7% (or 357,500) children under 15 

years of age in Australia in 2018, which was at the lower of 6.9% in 2012 (ABS, 2019a). 

Historically, Australia had initiated a general early childhood program for at-risk students and 

special education program for children with disabilities as early intervention strategies (Petriwskyj, 

2010; Sukkar, 2013). Children with mild to moderate disabilities began to access mainstream early 

childhood education around the mid-1970s (Kemp, 2016). Early Childhood Intervention (ECI) 
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programs were established to support children with disabilities and their families in the 1970s 

(ECA & ECIA, 2012).  

After the 1990s, several national and international policies (e.g., Disability 

Discrimination Act, 1992; UNESCO, 1994; United Nations, 2006) formally ensured the right of 

children with disabilities to attend any mainstream education. Consequently, childcare centres, 

preschools and schools cannot legally deny access to children with disabilities in their programs. 

However, the representation of children with disabilities in preschools is less than their 

representation in the wider communities (Australian Government Productivity Commission, 

2020). Children with disabilities experience segregation in practice with the rationale and excuse 

of lack of resources, waiting lists etc. (Kemp, 2016). Moreover, parents sometimes find it 

challenging to locate a mainstream service which fulfils their child’s needs (Australian 

Government Productivity Commission, 2014). Therefore, both segregated and mainstream 

preschools and schools are available in the Australian education system (Cologon, 2014). 

Nevertheless, recent changes in Early Childhood Education (ECE) seem to present an 

opportunity to achieve more successful inclusion in the Australian setting (Kemp, 2016). 

Acknowledging the significance of Early Childhood Education and Care ( ECEC), the 

Australian government developed a national guideline for ECEC, the National Quality 

Framework (NQF), which has been active from 2012 (Australian Children’s Education and Care 

Quality Authority [ACECQA], 2017). Favourably, children’s rights, equity, diversity and 

inclusion underpinned the framework. The NQF framework is linked with the national Early 

Years Learning Framework (EYLF), which framed professional guidelines to develop programs 

for children from zero to five years of age. Such national frameworks created the opportunity to 

maintain a common standard throughout the whole country where federal, state and local leaders 

are working together to achieve agreed qualities in ECEC (Tayler, 2016). The fundamental 
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theme of the Early Years Learning Framework for Australia (EYLF) is “belonging”, “being” and 

“becoming” – every child should go through these aspects of experience (Department of 

Education Employment and Workplace Relations [DEEWR], 2009). Like NQF, equity and value 

for diversity are acknowledged as key principles of the EYLF. 

Early childhood educators who are committed to equity believe in all children’s 
capacities to succeed, regardless of diverse circumstances and abilities. Children 
progress well when they, their parents and educators hold high expectations for their 
achievement in learning. Educators recognise and respond to barriers to children 
achieving educational success. In response they challenge practices that contribute to 
inequities and make curriculum decisions that promote inclusion and participation of 
all children. (Department of Education Employment and Workplace Relations 
[DEEWR], 2009, pp. 12-13). 

The above statement is robust and appropriate for inclusive practices. Disability Standards for 

Education 2005 also stated that education providers need to make “reasonable adjustment” to 

ensure access and participation of a person with disabilities (Commonwealth of Australia, 2006). 

Children with disabilities may need early intervention programs and service providers may 

consequently need funds for “reasonable adjustment”. How does the funding process work to 

support the individual and the provider? The Australian government has the Inclusive Support 

Program (ISP) which provides support in two ways:  a) it provides funding for specialists or 

equipment or special programs, b) it provides an inclusion support subsidy to the ECEC providers 

so that they can employ additional staff (Australian Government Productivity Commission, 2014). 

The Commission found that sometimes children cannot access the support as their need does not 

satisfy eligibility criteria or their diagnosis is pending.  

Moreover, early intervention support practices also vary from state to state in Australia 

and recently the federal and the state/territory governments have taken initiatives to establish 

consistent services across Australia through the National Disability Insurance Scheme [NDIS] 

(Early Childhood Intervention Australia [ECIA], 2016). NDIS enables the parents or family to 

choose intervention programs from accredited service providers, and multiple professionals from 
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ECI and ECEC sector working as a team (ECIA, 2016). The ECEC and the ECI sector developed 

separately and independently and both sectors experienced the need of collaboration for 

successful inclusion practices (ECA & ECIA, 2012). 

While Australian policies are actively supporting equity, diversity and inclusion, the 

question is how much the policies are reflected in practices? Anderson and Boyle (2015) argued 

that despite having national policies and frameworks, practices vary from state to state. Sukkar 

(2013) criticised the funding process and ECI practices and claimed that many children with 

disabilities do not access funding. If they do obtain access, it is not in the needed timeframe. 

Similarly, there are concerns about meaningful participation of children with disabilities in 

mainstream preschools (Cologon, 2014; Kemp, 2016) despite having NQF, EYLF and other 

guidelines. Simple physical placement of children with disabilities in the mainstream without 

appropriate support may draw another form of discrimination rather than inclusion (Petriwskyj, 

2010). Parallel mainstream and segregated settings could be a barrier to reforming mainstream 

settings as inclusive settings (Cologon, 2014). Therefore, it can be said that Australia is going 

through an initial phase of its inclusion journey.  

Research trends in the inclusion of children with disabilities in education 

Similar to the historical overview of education for children with disabilities, inclusive education 

is a new research area. I searched the Google Book Ngram viewer with the phrase “Inclusion of 

children with disabilities”, and results emerged in the form of the following graph in Figure 2.3. 

The figure shows that the research on inclusive education started around the 1990s, with the trend 

going upwards until 2008 (Google Book Ngram viewer showed data until 2008 only). 
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Figure 2.3: Research trend on the inclusion of children with disabilities 

Therefore, it can basically be said that inclusive education is a growing field of research but carries 

a considerable possibility for expansion. Despite a significant increase in studies on inclusive 

education in the past two decades, specific studies on inclusive classroom practice and the 

participation of children with disabilities received comparatively less priority. For example, on 1 

November 2015, I searched “Inclusive education” with the limits – from 2011 to 2015, full-text, 

peer-reviewed journals in Monash University library and 1,321 literature entries popped up in this 

search. The result was sorted by relevance. Therefore, I have selected the first 100 articles to 

observe the pattern amongst them. I found the following scenario (see table 2.1).  
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Table 2.1: Trends in inclusive education research 

Topic & type of study   Number Comment 
Literature review 53 Half of the articles were literature 

reviews and among those 24 articles 
were contextual discussions (e.g., 
inclusive education in Hong Kong) 

Empirical study (47) 
Teacher education or teacher 
development 

17 Most of the empirical studies are 
teacher-related ( 31) 
 
Only nine studies were about classroom 
practice and learning-related.  

Teachers’ attitude/perspective 11 

School leadership 3 

Classroom practice, children’s learning, 
skill development, and participation 

9 

Factors of inclusive education 2 

Parents’ attitude 1 
Health and others  2 
Repeated in the search result  2 
Total study  100 

 

Only nine studies among 100 were on classroom practice, learning and participation-related. Most 

of the empirical studies were on teachers’ attitudes and were professional development-related. 

Therefore, the area of inclusive education should be researched intensively to explore different 

aspects of this growing field and to ensure equity and quality in education. This study aimed to 

explore the participation of children with disabilities in preschool practices. The next section will 

present the review of the empirical studies and selection criteria of studies. 

Empirical studies: Scope of the review 

This section is based on how empirical studies were reviewed. Primarily, Monash University 

library search engine, google scholar and ERIC database were used to search relevant literature 

from 2010 to 2019. Keywords or phrases like “inclusive education/ inclusion”, “children with 

disabilities”, “participation”, “classroom practice”, “cultural-historical theory”, “Australia”, 

“Early childhood” and their combinations (using “And”) were used to search the literature. The 

search results were then narrowed down by the preference for peer-reviewed journal articles and 
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by repeated use by researchers (at least cited five times if published before 2019). Then followed 

the relevant references used in primary sources and selected references were searched directly 

with title and author/s’ name. While setting limits, I have also included literature outside these 

limits if I have found any other literature relevant to my study. For example, the study by Black-

Hawkins, Florian, and Rouse (2007) and Walker and Berthelsen (2008) on participation of 

children with disabilities in mainstream education. 

The broader area of this study is inclusive education for children with disabilities, and the 

particular focus of the study is to understand the practical implications of inclusive education 

policies. Apart from the inclusive education policy and contextual researche, most of the studies 

aimed to explore teacher perspectives, but fewer studies shed light on children’s perspectives. 

This section of the literature review does not focus on discussion of all existing knowledge on 

inclusive education. Rather it aims to present recent research on inclusive practice and analyse 

methodology, methods and findings, thereby aiming to find gaps in literature. This study 

reviewed the studies on children’s participation, and practices in schools and preschools. I have 

also reviewed empirical studies that used cultural-historical theories to understand and explore 

the development of children with disabilities and their learnings (see Figure 2.4).  
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Figure 2.4: Scope of the literature review 

Participation of children with disabilities in education 

This sub-section presents the studies that focused on the participation of children with disabilities 

in schools and preschools.  In a quantitative study, Law et al. (2012) collected data from 120 

preschool children with Cerebral Palsy (CP) to analyse the internal consistency and construct 

validity of the Assessment of Preschool Children’s Participation (APCP) measurement tool. The 

study found that the APCP has the right internal consistency, and it is useful to identify activity 

in which preschool children are participating, or otherwise. The APCP distinguished 

participation of children from low income and high income families. It also measured the 

difference between the participation of children under and children above four years of age. 

These quantitative measures of participation do not answer the questions on how and why 

children participate in some activities or why some activities restrict their participation. 

Moreover, it does not provide much information about the context or environment where the 

activities take place. 
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Another contemporary quantitative study by Coster et al. (2013), examined how 

environmental factors support or limit the participation of children with disabilities of primary 

and secondary school age, along with the comparison with children without disabilities of same 

ages. In this regard, they collected data from 576 parents using the Participation and 

Environment Measure for Children and Youth (PEM-CY) through the internet. This study found 

that students with disabilities are participating in school activities less often than children 

without disabilities. In terms of the environment, both physical and social environments are 

hindering their participation, as well as the lack of required resources, which is another issue. 

The responses from parents may provide a partial understanding of students’ participation 

although they have some degree of involvement in children’s educational plan and monitoring 

progress.  While quantitative studies have different kinds of implications in academia as well as 

in practice, those studies cannot provide details about the phenomenon. Such as, this study has 

failed to give a detailed picture of the social environment and how the environment is supporting 

or hindering participation. 

Apart from the developing participation measure scales and measuring different factors, 

few studies focused on the quality of methods and practices. In an experimental study (n=2), 

Bennett, Reichow, and Wolery (2011) found in the United States of America (USA) that a 

structured approach increased task completion and engagement of preschool children with 

disabilities. Although the study was conducted in the natural setting of an inclusive preschool, 

the procedure seems very mechanical, as researchers’ social involvements with the children were 

very minimal and they justified the children’s engagement through the puzzle matching tasks. 

The researchers also acknowledged that this kind of task completion goal would be followed for 

only a specific short period of the day.  
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Another study conducted by Pelatti et al. (2016) measured and examined the quality of 

publicly funded ECE classrooms and Inclusive ECE classrooms in USA. They collected data 

from 164 classrooms using observation tools and questionnaires. They found inclusive ECE 

classrooms created more stable emotional environments but, with regard to quality feedback, 

concept development and language use, their scores are significantly lower than ECE 

classrooms. They recommended further investigation to find out the reasons behind the 

differences between ECE classrooms and inclusive ECE classrooms.  

Kemp, Kishida, Carter, and Sweller (2013) studied the effect of activity types on the 

engagement and interactions of children with disabilities in Australian mainstream childcare 

settings. This study found that children with disabilities engage better in free play and mealtime 

routine than group activities. However, they also found children with Autism Spectrum Disorder 

(ASD) engage less in free play compared to children with other disabilities. This study also 

highlighted that researchers rarely explored engagement of preschoolers with disabilities in 

Australian early childhood education context. 

 The mixed-method study by Black-Hawkins, Florian, and Rouse (2007) was frequently 

cited in relevant literature. They aimed to explore the relationship between inclusion and 

achievement of children with disabilities. The study analysed the National Pupil Database (NPD) 

to see the connection between students’ performance and inclusion. They found some limitations 

of the database in understanding students’ achievement. For example, there were many missing 

values in the national data set for the students who face difficulties in learning. Authors assumed 

that these students might not get a chance to appear in the test. They also pointed out the need for 

a qualitative inquiry in this regard. As a result, they also conducted a multi-method case study to 

answer their research questions.  
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In the qualitative part of the study, Black-Hawkins et al. (2007) used Framework for 

Participation as their research tool and methodological lenses. Four schools were chosen as cases 

in this study, two primary schools and two secondary schools. This qualitative study found the 

four schools were inclusive in terms of their student population and admission policies. Three 

schools among four were found as high achieving schools in terms of students’ performance in 

different tests. Beyond the relationship of academic achievement, it also explored the 

relationship among stakeholders, teaching-learning process and concerns for inclusion. This 

study inspires such investigation in the preschool level as well. Hurley and Horn (2010) 

conducted their study on inclusion in early childhood education.  They found both family 

members and professionals valued active participation of children with disabilities in inclusive 

practices. Participants also valued accessibility of all children in inclusive practice regardless of 

the severity of disabilities, professional development for educators and opportunity for 

collaboration among families, professionals, teachers and administrators. 

 Subsequently, few studies explored the participation of children with disabilities in 

preschools and schools, including different population size, participants, and target groups. 

Studies used quantitative, qualitative and mixed-methods research design to explore the 

participation of children with disabilities. It is noteworthy that few studies aimed to explore 

holistic participation process of the preschooler in mainstream preschools. Moreover, further 

research is recommended in the literature to explore the participation of children with disabilities 

in Australian early childhood education contexts. 

Inclusion in early childhood education 

This sub-section mainly presents the studies conducted in early childhood education, focusing on 

different aspects of the inclusion of children with disabilities. For instance, studies focusing on 
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the teachers’ attitudes and teachers’ preparedness, studies on parents’ attitudes, peers’ attitudes, 

and so on.  

Teachers’ attitude and preparedness 

Many studies examined teachers’ attitudes and competence around inclusive practices to 

understand and to guide the inclusive practice in early childhood. Hsieh and Hsieh (2012) found 

that ECE teachers in the USA have a moderately positive attitude towards inclusive education. A 

hierarchical regression analysis of their data (n=130) indicated that lead-teachers have a more 

positive attitude than assistant teachers. Moreover, teachers with a positive experience with 

children with disabilities tended to have a positive attitude towards the inclusion of children with 

disabilities.  Their findings resonate with Kwon, Hong, and Jeon’s (2017) study in the USA, as 

they found that a Bachelor degree in ECE and experience with children with disabilities were 

positively correlated with teachers’ attitudes towards disability and inclusion. In contrast, 

Hoskin, Boyle, and Anderson (2015) found preschool pre-service teacher’s (n=139) prior contact 

or experience with children with disabilities does not influence their attitude towards inclusive 

education. Yet, their study found the pre-service teachers have a positive attitude towards 

inclusive philosophy, although they showed concerns about their ability to teach in inclusive 

programs.  

Similarly, Majoko (2016) found that Zimbabwean pre-service teachers in ECE have 

positive attitudes towards inclusion but have concerns about implementation. Likewise, Lee, 

Yeung, Tracey, and Barker (2015) found preschool teachers in Hongkong were moderately 

positive towards inclusive education, but they were hesitant to support children with some types 

of disabilities (e.g., intellectual disability, sensory impairment). Agbenyega and Klibthong 

(2014) also found in a mixed-method study that Thai early childhood teachers (n=175) were 

frustrated as they were not prepared or trained to teach in inclusive settings. They have little 
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knowledge of inclusive practice in ECE. Their study also found that teachers have negative 

attitudes towards teaching children with sensory disabilities and autism, compared to other 

disabilities. 

While some studies examined ECE teachers’ attitudes towards inclusive education, some 

studies tried to understand how we can prepare teachers for inclusive ECE programs. Silverman, 

Hong, and Trepanier-Street (2010) analysed early childhood pre-service teachers’ reflections 

based on their practice in an inclusive setting. The study found the pre-service teachers gained a 

positive image of inclusive practice through participation and collaboration in inclusive settings. 

Realising the importance of practical experience with children with disabilities, Recchia and 

Puig (2011) organised practice teaching for pre-service ECE special educators both in general 

and special settings. They analysed pre-service teachers’ experiences through their practicum 

journals. They argued that in special settings pre-service teachers got the opportunity to work 

with children with severe disabilities and to get access to work directly with the interdisciplinary 

team. 

 Similarly, Cologon (2012) found in a mixed-method study in Australia that pre-service 

ECE teachers’ practical engagement in an inclusive education course increased pre-service 

teachers’ confidence about inclusive practice. Miller (2012) also found engagement in a course 

(motor development) with a practicum component was effective to develop pre-service teachers’ 

awareness about the importance of physical education, about diverse abilities of children and to 

improve their self-confidence towards inclusive physical education. Bruder, Dunst, Wilson, and 

Stayton (2013) examined the perceived efficacy of pre-service special education professionals 

(n=1668). They recommended a shift from traditional short in-service training to in-depth 

practice-based training to prepare educators. Professional development of educators was 
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identified as a significant factor for inclusion by parents and professionals (Hu, Roberts, Wang, 

& Zhao, 2011; Hurley & Horn, 2010). 

Additionally, some researchers focused on teachers’ perspectives on particular disabilities 

or particular special needs. Creating the backdrop with the significance of emotional needs 

regarding participation, Lilian, Odundo, and Ngaruiya (2015) claimed that most ECE teachers in 

their study were aware of the emotional needs of children with learning disabilities. Still, in 

practice, it was not fully addressed. The researchers uncovered that diverse needs of children 

with learning needs create challenges for teachers, and more training is needed for teachers to 

deal with the challenges. In another study, Barned, Knapp, and Neuharth-Pritchett (2011) found 

pre-service ECE teachers had limited knowledge about ASD. Moreover, the basis of their 

acquaintance is just common experiences and movies rather than an academic course-based 

knowledge. Moreover, the main concerns of the pre-service teachers about the inclusion of 

children with ASD were disruption in the classroom, loss of control, and aggressive behaviour of 

children with ASD.  

Parents’ attitudes 

Hilbert (2014) surveyed parents of preschool children with disabilities (n=84) and parents of 

children without disabilities (n=64) in the USA to understand parents’ perceptions of inclusion. 

Similar to other studies on teachers’ perceptions, this study found parents agreed that inclusive 

education is a positive practice, but they showed concerns about the inclusion of children with 

severe disabilities and intellectual disabilities. Hilbert recommended that preschools should 

purposefully communicate with the parents and community to increase awareness and inclusion 

of children with severe disabilities. Bruder and Dunst (2015) explore parents’ perspectives as 

consumers of intervention services for their children with disabilities. Their study indicated that 
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more meaningful involvement of parents in the intervention program is positively related to 

parents’ positive appraisal of the services. 

Peers’ behaviour and attitudes 

Children with disabilities tend to interact with adults rather than their peers and peers without 

disabilities try to mimic adults’ interaction with children with disabilities (Hanline & Correa-

Torres, 2012). Moreover, children’s behaviours vary for many possible factors in their contexts, 

and more research is needed to explore the association between children’s awareness about 

disabilities and their inclusion of peers with disabilities in different play and activities (Diamond 

& Hong, 2010). Their study found preschoolers tended to choose a typical doll in contrast to the 

doll in a wheelchair. However, Diamond and Hong (2010) found children tended to choose the 

doll in a wheelchair in different activities after a discussion on fairness and equity issues.  

Therefore, it seems peers’ knowledge and awareness about disabilities plays a significant 

role in their attitude development towards children with disabilities. For instance, Noggle and 

Stites (2018) explored the experiences of children without disabilities in an inclusive preschool 

setting in a qualitative study. They found all children had achieved social skills and positive 

perceptions of children with disabilities. In another qualitative study, Koller and Juan (2015) 

conducted a play-based interview with different play materials and props to explore young (age 

3.5-8 years) children’s perspectives on inclusion in Canada. They found most of the participants 

showed positive perceptions about disability and inclusion. However, some children in their 

study identified disabilities as sickness, and some also described associated health risks. 

Collaboration 

The collaboration of different professionals and family members is viewed importantly in the 

literature. Hurley and Horn (2010) found teachers and family members both valued collaboration 

among families, professionals, teachers, administrators for inclusive practice. Similarly, Hu et al. 
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(2011) examined the inclusion process in Chinese preschool settings, and identified the need for 

collaboration among professionals. They interviewed four special teachers and four regular 

teachers, and most of the participants reported that, due to the lack of knowledge and training, they 

feel the challenge to work with parents of children with special needs. Moreover, their findings 

indicate that a systematic approach is needed for effective collaboration between the special and 

regular teachers. 

Weglarz‑Ward, Santos, and Timmer (2019) pointed out that less involvement of childcare 

providers in early interventions for children with disabilities may act as a barrier for effective 

inclusion of young children with disabilities. Moreover, they recommended preparing a guideline 

to clarify that the role of childcare providers in the early intervention process is important, along 

with their training. Another study by DeVore, Miolo, and Hader (2011) detailed a process of 

collaboration of intervention team, preschool teacher and parents to include a child with severe 

disability in inclusive practice and ensured his participation and intervention both operate in a 

preschool setting.  

Similarly, Hu et al. (2011) examined the inclusion process in Chinese preschool settings, 

and they identified the need for teachers’ training and collaboration. They interviewed four 

special teachers and four regular teachers. In their study, most of the participants reported that 

due to the lack of knowledge and training, they feel the challenge of working with parents of 

children with special needs. Moreover, findings indicate that a systematic approach is needed for 

effective collaboration between special and regular teachers. 

Transition 

The transition from the preschool to primary school is very significant for children and their 

families.  In a case study with parents, Villeneuve et al. (2013) found that they got support for the 

transition from preschool to primary school but felt a lack of support in primary school. The study 
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recommended appointing a key/focal person in primary school who can share information and 

work collaboratively with parents of children with special needs and the classroom teacher. In 

contrast, Walker et al. (2012) reported that most of the parents found their children’s transition 

from preschool to foundation grade in primary school was easy. However, one-third of parents and 

half of the teachers identified the transition as challenging. Teachers felt children’s lack of social 

skills might create challenges. It is noteworthy that this study identified mismatches between 

classroom resources, teachers’ expectations and children competencies. As well, two studies were 

conducted in different contexts. While the first study was in Canada the second study was in 

Australia. 

Social skills 

Some studies focused on the social skills of children with disabilities, as many children with 

disabilities experience a lack of social interaction. For example, Hanline and Correa-Torres (2012) 

found in a qualitative study that children with severe disabilities mostly interact with adults rather 

than their peers in inclusive preschool settings. This study also recommended an alternative 

communication system for children with severe disabilities so that they can experience better social 

interaction in inclusive environments.  

Few studies examined the impact of intervention strategies on social skills. Stanton-

Chapman and Snell (2011) evaluated the impact of social communication intervention on ten 

preschool children. The result indicated that after the intervention children’s interactions with 

peers increased and their solitary play decreased. They argued that turn-taking skills might 

improve social interactions among children. However, this study pulled out participants from 

natural settings in order to conduct the research. In another experimental design study (n=12), 

Stanton-Chapman and Brown (2015) found that social communication intervention increased 

parallel play behaviours among children (3 years old) with significant language delay.  
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Similarly, Harjusola-Webb, Hubbell, and Bedesem (2012) presented a case with an 

intervention to improve the social skills of a child with autism. This study used peer-mediated 

intervention and social narrative to develop turn-taking skill in conversation. Harjusola-Webb et 

al. (2012) argued that these strategies are appropriate for the initiatives in the natural 

environment of the child and may improve children’s functional skills in an everyday context. 

Another study used social role-play as an intervention method. Ganz and Flores (2010) presented 

cases where preschool teachers formed inclusive playgroups and initiated social role-play. 

During the play, teachers provided visual cues for both peers without disabilities and the child 

with ASD. After a few regular sessions, the children with ASD started to communicate more. 

They anticipated that this method would benefit children with ASD as well as children without 

disabilities. 

It is important to note that the focuses of studies in inclusive early childhood education 

are scattered in many areas. However, studies are broadly concentrated to explore the 

perspectives of different stakeholders, mainly teachers’ perspectives, as well as their professional 

development.  A handful of studies aimed to investigate the practice and the participation of 

children with disabilities. Many of those studies were intervention-oriented and aimed to 

examine the credibility and effectiveness of particular intervention strategies. Therefore, a gap 

can be identified in literature in the need to explore inclusive practice as a holistic process of 

participation of children with disabilities in relation to the preschool practice. The next section 

presents studies which aimed to investigate the participation of children with disabilities in 

relation to practice. 

Cultural-historical research on disability and inclusion 

The present study draws upon cultural-historical theory. Therefore, in this section a review of those 

studies undertaken from this theoretical orientation towards disability and inclusion is presented. 
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Compared with previous studies reviewed in the section above, only a handful of studies have been 

conducted on inclusive education using cultural-historical theory.  

Bøttcher (2011) observed two focus children with Cerebral Palsy (CP) in two different 

settings, a special school and a mainstream school in Denmark. This study found that explicit need-

based support can help children with cerebral palsy to overcome cognitive impairment and 

improve their cognitive skills in practice. One of the focus children’s special needs were supported 

in academic lessons by the educators as well as by the peers, which created opportunities for her 

engagement in learning activities and social activities. In contrast, another focus child with CP, in 

the same study, was experiencing incongruences between his competence and social demands both 

in academic and social settings and did not receive appropriate support. His passive participation 

and withdrawal extended and worsened his biological cognitive impairment. This study has been 

conducted in a school context and exclusively on participation of children with cerebral palsy.  

Similarly, Højholt (2011) observed two focus children’s participation in another study, in 

which both participants attended a special class and a regular class as part of their school education. 

Højholt (2011) argued that children participate in a situated context in relation to others. This study 

found an organisational gap between special help and regular practices. Both practices were 

focused on receiving tasks based on the individual description of the children without the insight 

of interplay between the children and their complex life situations. Therefore, it is important to 

explore how children with disabilities are understood in different institutional contexts. 

Considering the importance of children’s perspectives, Bøttcher (2012) explored the 

participation of a child with Cerebral Palsy (CP) in a special school in Denmark. Using cultural-

historical theory, she discussed how a child’s motive influences participation in any activity and 

thereby influences cognitive development. Bøttcher (2012) found that the lessons were more 

repetitive and children’s progress was negligible. In the practice, physical training and literacy or 
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numeracy activities were brought together, which can also restrict children’s full engagement in 

literacy and numeracy activities. Moreover, the child’s perspective or motive in activities are 

ignored, but those are crucial for child development. Such study, should be also carried out in 

mainstream settings, especially in preschools.  

In another study, a child with cerebral palsy was observed and video recorded both in-

home and special school practices. In this study, Bøttcher and Dammeyer (2012) investigated 

how the disability occurs for a child with biological impairment in connection to his biological 

difference and his abilities and interactions in the two different settings of home and school. It 

found that in school, the teacher missed the focus child’s unique visual and motor co-ordination 

ability and thus missed the opportunity to create a supportive condition. However, the mother of 

the focus child understood the unique visual and motor co-ordination and the mother and the 

child co-created a condition where the focus child successfully used the Rolltalk device to 

communicate. This study also explored participation of a child with disability enrolled in a 

special school. However, the study is significant as it outlined two different relationships of the 

child within a special school environment and a home environment and how the different 

relationships resulted in two kinds of conditions for the child’s participation. 

 Another study by Andersen, Bøttcher, and Dammeyer (2017) explored parents’ 

perspectives on home Applied Behavioural Analysis (ABA) training, and researchers 

interviewed two mothers of children with ASD in Denmark. The study found that the social 

structure with fewer developmental possibilities alarmed the parents of children with ASD. On 

the one hand the home ABA training provided parents with a sense of control in relation to 

creating developmental possibilities for their children. On the other hand, it created helplessness 

among parents as they predicted that their child might not receive the appropriate support in the 
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school, which parents are ensuring at home. Therefore, researchers recommended reform of all 

institutional practices to ensure developmental possibilities for children with disabilities.  

Parents’ involvement in creating possibilities for their children with disabilities also 

fosters changes in other institutions. For instance, Bøttcher (2018a) described how parents’ 

vision of future possibilities for their children with severe disabilities shaped the activity and 

their social participation. She found that participant parents imagined future possibilities for their 

children's social participation and took a leading role to negotiate authorities to create new 

opportunities for their children. Bøttcher (2018a) argued that being a parent of a child with 

severe disability requires a particular kind of moral imagination, as they need to analyse limited 

opportunities available in the society for their children with disabilities. However, she continued 

that some parents created ground-breaking opportunities for their children beyond the existing 

facilities. 

A limited number of studies used cultural historical understanding of disability and the 

inclusion in English literature. However, most of the studies were conducted on school-aged 

children. The studies mentioned above were conducted in a Danish school context but not in 

preschools. Walker and Berthelsen (2008) explored the inclusion of children with ASD in early 

childhood education programs in Australia using broader social constructivist theory and 

Vygotsky’s (1987) concept of Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). This study found that 

children with ASD, as a group, had significantly less social engagement than their peers. 

However, this study found differences among individual children with ASD and suggested 

educators need to plan in relation to the individual child’s need rather than using a diagnosis and 

label-oriented plan. However, Walker and Berthelsen (2008) specifically examined social 

interaction of children with ASD in free play sessions only, rather than examining holistic 
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inclusive practice in preschools. Moreover, the researchers missed the opportunity to use 

Vygotsky’s (1993) theoretical conception and ideas about disability and inclusion. 

In Australia, Fleer and March embraced Vygotsky’s cultural-historical understanding of 

disability and inclusion in their studies. Fleer (2013) used video observation and video interview 

method to capture participation of a child with visual impairment at home and at preschool in 

Australia. The study found a family’s everyday practice with a digital device (iPad) worked 

regarding the visual needs of a child with visual impairment and the use of iPad created learning 

and development opportunities for the child by affirming his abilities. Fleer and March (2015) 

found an inclusive routine, inclusive interaction, the opportunity for scientific imagination for 

children with visual impairment, modelling of a scientific concept, and home-school 

collaboration all helped the preschooler with visual impairment to learn a scientific concept 

through inclusive collective practice. However, Fleer and March (2015) actively created 

supportive social and material conditions based on a cultural-historical conception of inclusion as 

an intervention in their study. Therefore, their study did not aim to explore the existing preschool 

practice in Australia in relation to inclusive participation of children with disabilities. Based on 

the review, this study addressed the gap in the literature and aimed to explore existing practice 

and participation of children with disabilities in Australian preschools. 

It is found that the above-mentioned studies commonly used video observation method to 

capture children’s participation in the natural setting. As these studies were framed by the same 

theoretical view, children’s disabilities had been understood in relation to the practice and 

children’s active participation was taken into consideration to analyse their developmental 

possibilities. Cultural-historical researchers examined the incongruences between the children’s 

biological differences and the social practices where the children are intended to participate. 

According to Vygotsky (1993), the incongruences between children’s biological difference and 
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social practices creates secondary disabilities which are the main barriers for children’s full 

participation and development (see Chapter 3). Moreover, cultural-historical studies captured the 

child’s participation in multiple institutions (e.g., family, preschool, school) as children 

participate in different institutions and their experience in one institution influences experiences 

in another. However, most of the studies grounded in cultural-historical theory were conducted 

on school-aged children and their families in a Danish context. Very few studies have been 

undertaken in an Australian context to explore participation of children with disabilities in 

preschool practices. 

Conclusion 

In summary, from the above review, it is evident that despite the fact that there has been less 

research into the participation of children with disabilities in preschools, existing studies are 

scattered in various research topics.  First, when the literature on children’s participation is brought 

together, it is found that studies concentrated on participation measurement of children with 

disabilities, and on finding activity types where children with disabilities participate most. Despite 

adding valuable knowledge in the literature, these studies did not inform about the nature and 

process of participation. Black-Hawkins and colleagues explored the nature and process of 

participation of children with disabilities. However, their studies had been done in primary and 

secondary school contexts. Therefore, there is a gap in the literature which indicates studies are 

needed to investigate the nature and process of participation of children with disabilities in early 

childhood education.  

Second, drawing upon the literature on inclusive education in early childhood education 

it is determined that studies paid most attention to revealing different stakeholders’ (e.g., teacher, 

parent, peer) perspectives on inclusion of children with disabilities and teachers’ professional 

development. Other studies investigate social skills of children with disabilities and strategies to 



Page 45 of 301 
 

support their social skills development. Altogether, these studies informed about various 

contextual issues regarding inclusion (e.g., teachers feel they are not sufficiently prepared to 

support children with severe disabilities) but not the holistic participation of children with 

disabilities. Even these study findings are indicating the importance of knowing what’s 

happening in an inclusive setting. If teachers are not adequately prepared, then how can they 

support inclusion of children with disabilities? How are the children with disabilities 

participating in an inclusive practice? Therefore, this study aimed to address such questions and 

to contribute to the literature gap. 

Third, the review indicates that researchers who followed cultural-historical theory as 

their analytical lens, viewed a child’s participation in relation to the particular environment, as 

well as in relation to broader social value positions. Moreover, they followed a cultural-historical 

methodological stance to understand a child’s participation in the everyday context. Bøttcher and 

her colleagues and Fleer’s research showed evidence that if educators and other caregivers 

understand the child’s development trajectory and plan participation opportunities accordingly, 

the child can overcome her/his biological impairment. Bøttcher and her colleagues mostly 

investigated participation of children with disabilities in special school settings in Denmark. 

However, Fleer conducted her study in mainstream early childhood settings in Australia to 

investigate science learning possibilities for a child with visual impairment. Therefore, Fleer’s 

study did not focus on holistic participation of the participant child but investigated holistic 

science learning possibilities in an inclusive preschool setting.  

At this departure point, I aim to explore the participation of children with disabilities in 

mainstream preschools in Australia using cultural-historical theory. Based on the existing 

knowledge and identified gaps in the literature, the following research questions are generated to 

answer through this study: 
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1. How do the Australian mainstream preschool practices create conditions for 

children with disabilities to participate in preschool activities? 

2. How do children with disabilities create their individual pathways for 

participation in the Australian mainstream preschool activities? 

3. What are the potential enablers and barriers for the inclusion of children with 

disabilities in Australian mainstream preschools? 

 The next chapter explains why I have chosen cultural-historical theory, what cultural-historical 

theory is and how this theory is relevant to my study.  
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Chapter 3: Theoretical Framework 

Introduction 

The previous two chapters presented the historical trajectory of education opportunities and 

practices for children with disabilities. Moreover, inclusive education is a contemporary approach 

in education, and professionals are still trying to grasp its philosophical foundation and digging 

deeper for its appropriate implications. Therefore, this study on inclusive practice for children with 

disabilities demands a robust theoretical basis which will take into consideration the historical 

basis and everyday practices of inclusion and understand the participation of children with 

disabilities holistically. This study is informed by cultural-historical theory to frame the research 

towards an exploration of the participation of children with disabilities in mainstream preschools. 

This chapter first presents different lenses on disabilities to explain why cultural-historical theory 

is the most powerful fit as a framework for this research. Then, this chapter presents the cultural-

historical view on disability and inclusion, followed by a general overview of cultural-historical 

theory and child development. 

Different lenses on disability 

Disability has been understood through different lenses, and the substantially different 

understandings result in different implications for education policy and practices. Most commonly, 

disability is viewed through the medical model and the social model (Bøttcher & Dammeyer, 

2016). The World Health Organization’s (WHO, 2001) International Classification of 

Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) is also used to interpret disability.  

The medical model explains a disability as the consequence of a person’s biological 

problems or impairments. It focuses on an individual’s limitations and promotes welfare for 

individuals with disabilities (Allan, Brown, & Riddell, 1998). This model reduced the disability 



Page 49 of 301 
 

to defect, disorder, diagnosis, classification, cure, medicine, psychology etc.  Valle and Connor 

(2011) explained very explicitly how the medical model defines disability and prescribes 

services for individuals with disabilities with the example of The Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (IDEA): 

The “patient” (student) presents with “symptoms” (educational problems). The 
“scientific expert” (school psychologist) performs an “examination” (psycho-
educational assessment) in order to confirm or rule out a “diagnosis” (disability). Once 
a “diagnosis” (disability) is identified, a “prescription” (Individual Education Plan or 
IEP) is written with recommendations for a “course of treatment” (special education 
placement and individualized instruction) intended to “cure” (remediate) the “patient” 
(student). (pp. 40-41). 

In response to the critique of the medical model, the social model of disability emerged from the 

disability rights movement of Union of the Physically Impaired Against Segregation [UPIAS] in 

the mid-1970s (Durell, 2014; Oliver, 2013; Samaha, 2007). Later Finkelstein and Oliver’s efforts 

during the 1980s and 1990s established the social model in academia (Shakespeare & Watson, 

1997). UPIAS (1976) raised voice in the “Fundamental Principles of Disability” as follows- 

In our view, it is society which disables physically impaired people. Disability is 
something imposed on top of our impairments; by the way we are unnecessarily 
isolated and excluded from full participation in society. Disabled people are therefore 
an oppressed group in society. It follows from this analysis that having low incomes, 
for example, is only one aspect of our oppression. It is a consequence of our isolation 
and segregation, in every area of life, such as education, work, mobility, housing, etc. 
(p.3-4, original)                                                                                  

The social model views that disability does not occur for the biological reason but “it is a 

consequence of social oppression” (Oliver, 1996, p. 35). Therefore, the cause of disability is not 

located in the body, rather it is located in the society. The model focuses on the “discriminatory 

attitude, cultures, policies and institutional practices” (Booth & Ainscow, 2002, p. 6) of society 

where the majority (people without disabilities) have thought about their facilities only.  It 

criticises the normalisation process of people with disabilities and argues that society needs to be 

changed rather than the individual with disabilities (Oliver, 1996, p. 37). Thus, the social model 
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inspires changes in policy and practices to eradicate discriminatory social, as well as 

environmental, structures. According to Oliver (2013),  

[The social model] became the vehicle for developing a collective disability 
consciousness and helped to develop and strengthen the disabled peoples’ movement 
that had begun to emerge a decade earlier. Armed with the idea that we needed to 
identify and eradicate the disabling barriers we had in common, the disabled peoples’ 
movement forced the media to change their images of us, transport providers to open 
up many of their services to us, public buildings to become much more accessible and 
the legal system changed to make it illegal to discriminate against us. (p. 1024-1025) 

 
The social model of disability is criticised for its limitation in ignoring the biological or health 

issue of individuals of disabilities. However, Oliver explained the difference between illness and 

disability of an individual with disabilities (see Oliver, 1996). It has been pointed out that the 

physical and psychological pains of an individual with disabilities are overlooked in the social 

model. Shakespeare and Watson (2001) criticised the rigid implications of the social model by 

some British activists and said, “Most activists concede that behind closed doors they talk about 

aches and pains and urinary tract infections, even while they deny any relevance of the body while 

they are out campaigning” (p. 12)  

 The social model is also criticised for its failure to explain disability completely. Samaha 

(2007) questioned whether social model gave any broad definition of disability. Oliver (1996) 

argued that the social model of disability “is not a social theory of disability” to “explain 

disability in totality” (p. 41). Shakespeare and Watson (2001) emphasised that disability should 

neither be viewed as medical condition nor as a result of social obstacles only (p. 23). The 

medical model is governing policies and practices despite its criticism in literature. According to 

Bøttcher (2012), the use of classification in identifying the disability, providing intervention, and 

resource allocation may create a strong position for the medical model in special education. For 

example, the International Classification of Impairment, Disability and handicapped (ICIDH) 

and ICF of WHO were developed in an association of medical model (Durell, 2014). 
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The revision of the ICIDH, published in 1980, produced the ICF in 2001 (WHO, 2001). 

In ICF, the term “handicap” is omitted for its negative connotations and disability is used as an 

umbrella term, which is understood through its components as impairment, activity limitation 

and participation restriction (WHO, 2001). In this classification, the environmental (physical, 

social and attitudinal) factors were also valued significantly. WHO (2001) claimed that both the 

medical model and social model had been integrated into ICF.  However, ICF is criticised for its 

connection with the medical model (Durell, 2014).  

While the medical model has emphasised the deficits of persons with disabilities, the 

social model has emphasised the social barriers for persons with disabilities. However, none of 

these models has directly emphasised the process of their development and learning. Therefore, 

in special education or inclusive education research, a vacuum of strong theoretical basis is 

notable.  A few studies used theories from psychology, post-colonial theory, Social theory of 

Pierre Bourdieu, Amartya Sen’s capability approach (e.g., Agbenyega, 2017; Agbenyega & 

Klibthong, 2011; Dalkilic & Vadeboncoeur, 2016; Reindal, 2010). Most of these theories mainly 

explain the dynamics of broader society but not disability and development. However, I believe 

the vacuum of theoretical bases in education and special education prompt researchers to use 

social, political theory to explain disability and inclusive education. In my opinion, researchers 

choose and use this social, political theory in sophisticated ways to explain problems in 

education rather than the narrow medical and social model of disability.  

Although Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory explained disability and development at 

the beginning of the 20th century, it remains relevant today. Interestingly, Vygotsky critiqued the 

biomedical view of disability and emphasised social justice in education before the social model 

evolved. Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory uniquely emphasised the process of the 

development of an individual with disability in relation to the historical and cultural practice of 
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the society rather than divorcing biological difference and social barriers from each other.  

Consequently, I preferred to use cultural-historical theory, as it explains disabilities in 

conjunction with child development, and education which are directly relevant to the research 

problem guiding my research. Moreover, the cultural-historical theory embraces social dynamics 

significantly in the process of development and education, which was overlooked in many 

developmental theories. The next section presents the cultural-historical conception of disability 

and inclusion.     

Cultural-Historical conception of disability and inclusion 

Volume 2 of The Collected Works of L. S. Vygotsky compiled Vygotsky’s writing on disability 

and special education between 1924 -1931. This section is a theoretical discussion of Vygotsky’s 

thought on disability and special education. Vygotsky’s critical stand towards contemporary 

western psychology helped him to theorise child development from a new angle. Vygotsky 

strongly criticised the practice of arithmetical calculation of child’s weaknesses to decide his / 

her placement in schools. He stated that a child is full of potential at any given moment. If we 

need to measure, we need to measure the strengths of a child rather than the weaknesses. 

Vygotsky rejected the quantitative assessment and advocated for qualitative evaluation to 

understand the child as a whole.  

Vygotsky’s concepts and arguments on primary and secondary disability, alternative 

route of development and compensation, and inclusion are discussed in turn. 

Primary disability and secondary disability 

While both the medical and social model of disability failed to capture the holistic aspect of 

disability, Vygotsky dealt with this problem. Vygotsky (1993) explained disabilities in two ways 

– primary disability and secondary disability. Primary disability refers to the biological difference 
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or impairment, and secondary disability refers to the social consequences a child experiences 

because of her/his biological difference (see Figure 3.5).  

Vygotsky (1993) argued that the biological impairment is not a problem for a child with 

visual impairment as the impairment is a normal condition for the child until the impairment is 

socially conditioned as a misfortune to the child. Thus, the social relations the child experiences 

because of his/her biological difference cause the secondary disability, which hinders the 

development of such a child. According to Vygotsky, children with disabilities are socially 

conditioned in two ways-  

The social effect of the defect (the inferiority complex) is one side of the social 
conditioning. The other side is the social pressure on the child to adapt to those 
circumstances created and compounded for the normal human type.   

(Vygotsky, 1993, p. 36) 

 

Figure 3.5: Two different states of disability (Vygotsky, 1993) 

At this point, the question arises in relation to how a society creates secondary disabilities. 

Vygotsky argued that a child with visual impairment does not feel unfortunate in his/her biological 
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shortcoming, as blindness is a normal condition for the child. The child cannot perceive her/his 

uniqueness and misfortune directly but only secondarily as a consequence of his/her social 

experience. The child’s biological shortcomings even change the relationship with others.  For 

example, a child with visual impairment when perceived negatively in the family and a child with 

visual impairment who enjoyed much attention and sympathy because of their visual impairment, 

both of them brought up exclusively in the family – an invisible separation from others. Both the 

negligence and sympathy construct their inferiority complex.  

Furthermore, Vygotsky (1993) explained how interactions and participation of human 

beings in the world are mediated through different psychological and cultural tools and signs 

(e.g., language, cultural artefacts). Most of our cultural signs and tools are typically developed in 

relation to considerations about the convenience and practicality of the majority of people. If the 

society places the same demand to use the same cultural tools on the child who is biologically 

different from the majority, an incongruence occurs between the child’s biological difference and 

the social demand. Such incongruence causes a secondary disability for the child. 

For example, if a child with hearing impairment lives with parents with hearing 

impairment, the child will not face any barriers to participate in the family (Bøttcher & 

Dammeyer, 2016). As a child without hearing impairment learns to speak her/his mother tongue, 

this child with hearing impairment learns sign language through his or her interactions with 

parents with hearing impairment. However, the social demand outside the child’s family will be 

different where using verbal communication is the usual demand for a child after a certain age. 

Such social demand for using spoken language creates incongruence between the child’s 

psychological ability and the social demand – thus creating secondary disability for the child 

with hearing impairment.  
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 Vygotsky (1993) recommended developing and using special cultural tools and signs 

(e.g., Braille, finger-spelling, sign language) for children with disabilities so that they can 

process the world in their unique way using those tools and signs. However, society mostly plays 

a very passive role in providing and promoting alternative means and tools for children with 

disabilities. Instead, society expects that the child will use the same cultural tools and signs to 

reach developmental goals. Thus, society creates barriers for children with disabilities and 

triggers secondary disabilities and sometimes defines the socially constructed disability as the 

child’s lack of ability. 

Alternative (roundabout) route of development and compensation 

Naturally, a child with disabilities has a motive to compensate for the biological problem. For 

example, a child with visual impairment has a strong desire to see everything, and a child with a 

speech problem has a strong desire to talk. Touch and hearing can replace the loss of sight as a 

healthy kidney can take over the function of the damaged one. However, Vygotsky argued that 

such over-compensation for sight or hearing loss is not as natural as how a healthy kidney 

compensates for the damaged one. For successful compensation, we need to use the compensatory 

psychological drive of the child, need to raise social demand and social expectation, and need to 

educate them as we do for the typical child. Vygotsky criticised the social practice of low 

expectation for children with disabilities. He mentioned simple life skills development and 

teaching low grade vocational skill as low social expectations. Vygotsky stated that understanding 

the unique psychological structure of a child with disability when we educate them for full 

participation as a social member would be social compensation. To make the compensation 

successful, we need to lead the child with disabilities towards his/her unique path of development. 

From a pedagogical point of view, a blind [sic] child or deaf child may, in principle, 
be equated with a normal child, but the deaf or blind child achieves the goals of a 
normal child by different means and by a different path. It is also particularly important 
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for the educator to know precisely the uniqueness of the path on which he must lead 
the child….                                                                                                                                                  

(Vygotsky, 1993, p. 60) 

Though the means of development is different for children with disabilities, the fundamental laws 

of development are the same for both typical children and children with disabilities. The 

fundamental rules for psychological development are the same for children with disabilities and 

children without disabilities. An example of a metaphor may help to understand that the basic rules 

of development can be similar, even when the path of development is different for children with 

disabilities. Assume that you are driving a car on X route to reach place A (see Figure 3.6); that is 

your goal. However, in the middle of your journey, you find the road is closed for an emergency.  

 

Figure 3.6: Alternative route to reach same social goal 

You are informed that there is a rocky path through the forest. You decide to choose alternative 

route Y to reach your goal A, although the road is not as smooth as usual route X. You took a 

different path, but you are driving your car using almost the same rules as you did on X route. 

Similarly, the process of reading braille dots by a blind child is analogous to the process of visual 

text reading by a typical child; there is no fundamental difference regarding psychological aspects.                                    

Here I would like to use this metaphor to explain Vygotsky’s criticism about education 

for children with disabilities. Vygotsky argued that existing education practices are reluctant to 

look for an alternative route for children with disabilities. Instead, educators wait on X route (the 
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traditional or typical way to reach goal A) and try to fix the child. If the problem is solved, then 

they can start the educational journey for children with disabilities. For example, Vygotsky 

mentioned how cruelly educators train students with hearing impairments to acquire oral speech. 

The educators first try to solve the biological defect of the children with disabilities to make 

them like typical children and to educate them accordingly – Vygotsky addressed this 

phenomenon as “biological compensation” (Vygotsky, 1993, p. 67). Thus, they spent most of the 

time trying to solve the impairment instead of using remaining health and psychological strength 

to educate them. It was very surprising to Vygotsky that, 

Why until now special education has been spent 90 percent of its time on the children’s 
illness and not on their health.  

(Vygotsky, 1993, p. 80)                         

Vygotsky pointed out that the biological problem is a very tiny issue if we compare it with the 

child’s general health. For example, a blind child does not have vision but other than that he is 

physically and psychologically a healthy child. Therefore, their development as a fully productive 

human being is not impossible. Considering this, Vygotsky emphasised social compensation rather 

than the biological type. In his words, “In place of biological compensation, the idea of social 

compensation must be advanced” (Vygotsky, 1993, p. 84). We need to help the child to know the 

world and to lead a full social life. He argued that existing special education failed to do that, and 

instead, tries to make the world narrower for children with disabilities. Vygotsky argued that the 

medical or therapeutic pedagogy grasp the whole curriculum of special education, where general 

educational goals are almost totally ignored. According to Vygotsky, “any special medicinal diet 

prescribed for a handicapped [sic] child must not undermine his overall normal diet” (Vygotsky, 

1993, p. 82). 
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Same educational goal and inclusion 

Vygotsky criticised educators for not setting the same educational goals for children with 

disabilities as they do for their peers. According to Vygotsky, when someone’s development is 

obstructed by biological impairment, it does not mean that the child is less developed – but it 

means the child is just developed differently. The physiological impairment may cause an obstacle 

for broader development. Still, this may also direct efforts towards a new path of development as 

compensation, which we need to understand correctly to re-direct the development of children with 

disabilities. Because of the impairment, children with disabilities face difficulties on the traditional 

route (X), which is planned or constructed considering children without disabilities (see Figure 

3.6). However, they are also capable of reaching the same educational goals as typical children 

through an alternative path (Y) which is designed addressing the unique needs of the child with 

disabilities. Vygotsky suggested valuing the strengths of a child with disabilities rather than over-

emphasising their biological impairment.   

Therefore, Vygotsky argued for the same general educational goals for children with 

disabilities as their typical peers. Vygotsky criticised how we only point out the weaknesses of a 

child with disabilities and schools try to conform to the problems rather than fighting against 

them. For example, he mentioned that we use too many visual materials for children with 

intellectual disabilities who depend on concrete experience and struggle with abstract 

understanding. Thus, schools address their problems and destroy their opportunity to learn 

abstract thinking. In Vygotsky’s words:  

… the school must free itself from the abundant use of visual aids, which serve as an 
obstacle to the development of abstract thought. In other words, a school must not only 
adapt to the disabilities of such a child but also must fight these disabilities and 
overcome them.                                                                                    

(Vygotsky, 1993, p. 50)  
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Vygotsky emphasised three aspects to understand the problem of cultural development of children 

with disabilities:  

i) The degree of primitivism [under development] in the childhood mind 
ii) The nature of his adoption of cultural and psychological tools 
iii) The means by which he makes use of his own psychological functions 

  (Vygotsky, 1993, p. 45) 

Vygotsky suggested creating special cultural tools so that children with disabilities can use those 

tools to access culture. If children with disabilities can access culture, they can overcome under-

development. Mastering the culture is essential for the cultural development of any child. 

Vygotsky (1993) argued as follows that a child with disability has the ability to use cultural and 

psychological tools. A child with disability can access the culture by using special cultural tools 

or through special pedagogy.  

… because the most important and decisive condition of cultural development - 
precisely the ability to use psychological tools - is preserved in such children [children 
with disabilities].              

(Vygotsky, 1993, p. 47) 

Vygotsky criticised the segregation process of special education. Such segregation deprives 

children with disabilities from leading a typical life. He emphasised that a child with visual 

impairment must need to play with seeing children. In his opinion, while it is crucial to rescue the 

children with disabilities from their isolated world, special schools have tendencies to develop 

their isolation to a greater level. Vygotsky (1993) interpreted a German university’s special 

segregated higher education arrangement for students with visual impairments at his time as a 

process of maximum isolation. He argued that such institutions provide education as a social 

charity, but education should be provided as social education. Vygotsky dreamt of solving the 

problem of social segregation of individuals with disabilities. In his words: 

We must find a system which would successfully coordinate special education with 
normal education. … special skills and training must be subordinated to general 
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education, to general training. Special education must merge with the overall child 
activity.    

(Vygotsky, 1993, pp. 65, 70) 

Vygotsky was indicating a total shift in rethinking special education, for which the base is the same 

educational goal as for typical children. He argued that a blind child does not need to see letters, 

but they need to read and write as children without disabilities do. Thus, Vygotsky’s view supports 

the inclusion of children with disabilities as he opposes the segregation of these children from 

society and suggests counting them as fully productive members of the community. 

This study will investigate how mainstream preschool practice supports the participation 

of children with disabilities using the concepts of cultural-historical theory on disability. How the 

preschool practice and children themselves are finding and directing the journey through 

alternative ways. Therefore, it can be said that the participation of children with disabilities will 

be analysed from a different angle – based on cultural-historical theory. 

Cultural-historical theory also guides the methodology of a study at the same time as it 

provides theoretical concepts. In contrast, the social model and medical model give us concepts 

only. Cultural-historical theory is significant for a researcher as not only a theoretical tool for 

analysis but also as an appropriate methodology (Veresov, 2014). In this study, Vygotsky’s 

cultural-historical theory will be used as a theoretical and methodological framework. Moreover, 

Vygotsky (1993) claimed the developmental law for children with disabilities and children 

without disabilities is the same. Therefore, the next section presents a general overview of the 

cultural-historical theory.   

Cultural-historical theory: An overview 

 Vygotsky first coined the importance of social interaction and cultural context in relation to the 

development of the human mind. He introduced cultural-historical theory to conceptualise 
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children’s development. Within his short life period (37 years), his efforts created a classic 

cultural-historical theory which introduced human development and psychology from an entirely 

different angle than the traditional view. 

The general law of development 

The main goal of cultural-historical theory was understanding the mental development of the 

human being. In particular, understanding the higher mental functions of a human being, which 

constitute the difference between human and animal. According to Veresov (2010), “Cultural 

historical theory was the theory of the origin and development of higher mental functions” (p. 83). 

The difference between higher mental functions and lower mental functions is important to 

understand the difference between the development of human beings and animals. Lower mental 

functions (sensation, reflexes, representations, etc.) are observed both in humans’ and animals’ 

behaviours. However, higher mental functions (voluntary attention, abstract thinking, logical 

memory, etc.) are unique characteristics of human beings among all creatures. The origin of lower 

mental functions is biological or natural, but the origin of higher mental functions is social or 

cultural. Therefore, the development of the human mind is not biological but social and cultural. 

The social environment is not only a factor which influences development, but also it is the main 

source of development.  

The social environment is the source for the appearance of all specific human 
properties of the personality gradually acquired by the child or the source of social 
development of the child... 

(Vygotsky, 1998, p. 203)   

How can the human mind be social or cultural? How do higher mental functions develop? Before 

it was anticipated that higher mental functions already exist in individual in a ready, semi-ready, 

or basic form and through social interaction, those unfold, develop or transform into their complex 

form. Vygotsky first claimed that the process is just the other way around. Every higher mental 
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function exists as a social relation, and later it transforms into a mental function of an individual. 

According to Vygotsky (1997),  

Every higher mental function necessarily passes through an external stage of 
development because function is primarily social. … Every higher mental function 
was external because it was social before it became an internal, strictly mental 
function; it was formerly a social relation of two people.  (p. 105).  

 Therefore, our higher mental function is social or cultural by nature and by development, which 

is the general law of development. The development of children with disabilities also occurs 

following the general law of development. If children with disabilities are in social relations that 

support their activities, then development is expected to occur. Otherwise, the lack of social 

interaction is likely to create secondary disabilities (see page 52) for them and hinder their 

development of higher mental functions. How does this development occur? In this regard, 

Vygotsky mentioned the use of cultural tools and mediation processes for supporting children’s 

development. 

Cultural tools and mediation 

We make tools, values, and customs for serving our group needs, and these are later used to define 

us and to link us to each other (Smidt, 2009). We use cultural tools to communicate with each 

other in society, and such communication brings qualitative changes in our thought. In every 

culture, people develop their cultural tools, and those are used to make meaning of the world. The 

cultural tools are external, and we use these tools in our internal mediating activity (Veresov, 

2010). Thus, the cultural tools become internal psychological tools in mediating activity. A 

handkerchief does not have any relevance with counting, but we are using this external tool by 

tying knots to help us to count, in an internal cognitive process. Cultural tools “sometimes referred 

to as psychological tools; these are the objects and signs and systems developed by human beings 

over time and within communities to assist thinking.” (Smidt, 2009, p. 18).  With regard to signs 

and systems, Vygotsky mentioned the technique of tying a knot to count or remember, counting 
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finger, map, art, language, symbols and many other examples of signs and systems (Kozulin, 

2003).  For instance, Vygotsky gave an example of counting, showing seven apples to a child and 

asking if the child took two apples, how many apples would be left. In Vygotsky’s words 

To solve the problem, he [sic] moves from the apples to his fingers. In this case, the 
fingers play the role of signs. He puts out seven fingers, then subtracts two, leaving 
five.  

(Vygotsky, 1997, p. 118) 

 Therefore, cultural tools (artefacts, sign and symbols, objects) help us in the mediation process. 

Mediation is one of the key concepts of cultural-historical theory (Kozulin, 2003; Veresov, 2010). 

Our communication, learning and development happen through the process of mediation (see 

Figure 3.7). For example, after watching a certain movie, my thoughts about formal education and 

achievement changed, as the movie helped me to think differently. This movie captures some 

everyday practices of formal education system and links those practices with critical questions. A 

movie is a cultural tool, which helped me to develop a critical point of view on formal education 

and achievement.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.7: The process of mediation; adapted from (Vygotsky, 1994a) 

The change of A towards B is not direct, but it is a complex change which is mediated through the 

cultural tool (here a movie). The relation between AX and BX helps to transform A towards B. 

 

Movie (X) 
(Cultural tool) 

Traditional 
view (A) Critical View 

(B) 
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Our interaction with the world is indirect and mediated by cultural or psychological tools (Wertsch, 

2007). Similarly, a child’s understanding about the world is mediating through his/her interaction 

with others, and such communication happens through using cultural tools, which are also 

culturally developed and carry meanings and communicate about our culture. As the 

developmental law is same for children with disabilities, they also need psychological tools or 

cultural tools for social interactions, as development is also a mediated process for them. 

Development as a process and qualitative change 

Vygotsky (1998) viewed development as a complex process of reorganisation – a qualitative 

change, rather than a sum of quantitative changes. He criticised the trend of quantitative 

measurement of a child’s intellectual ability through standardised tests. He argued that such tests 

just measure matured development, but he emphasised understanding the process of development. 

…[Development] is not confined to the scheme “more-less,” but is characterized 
primarily and specifically by the  presence  of  qualitative  neoformations  that  are  
subject  to  their  own  rhythm and require a special measure each time.  

(Vygotsky, 1998, p. 189). 

Thus, Vygotsky reconstructed the idea of the development as the process of qualitative new 

formation. He mentioned that traditionally we only consider one aspect of development – the 

result of development or “fruits of development” (Vygotsky, 1998, p. 200) – rather than the 

process of development. Vygotsky (1987) emphasised understanding the level of development 

that is in the process of maturation. In order to explain the process of development and 

understanding a child’s developmental level Vygotsky (1987) drew on the concept of the Zone of 

Proximal Development (ZPD), which is widely used in the literature. However, the concept of 

ZPD is used in literature in various ways, and sometimes ZPD is understood more narrowly than 

how Vygotsky actually meant (Chaiklin, 2003). 
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In my interpretation, the way Vygotsky conceptualised human development was very 

different from the practices and understanding of development at the time (and also now, as it 

was argued in Chapter 2). Consequently, the existing assessment tradition of child development 

was also criticised by Vygotsky. The Intelligence Quotient (IQ) test measures a child’s 

development in relation to a set of normative age-appropriate scales and the child’s ability is then 

determined by the set of questions the child correctly answered and its linkage to the normative 

age group. I would like to point out the scientific and objective procedure for applying the test, 

which decontextualized the child as well as avoiding the subjective perspective of the child.  

The cultural line of human development does not appear automatically as the child attains 

a chronological age. Therefore, Vygotsky criticised the theoretical basis of the IQ test. Then 

Vygotsky criticised the validity of IQ test, as the mental age is only representing the matured 

mental functions but not the child’s developing abilities. Vygotsky (1987) also questioned the 

procedure of IQ test, where the test administrator does not have any subjective inquiry to 

understand the child’s individual abilities, which the child is not able to represent alone, but in an 

interaction (e.g., leading questioning, giving examples) with the administrator the child could 

perhaps solve more problems than his assessed mental age. The concept of ZPD can be said to be 

an expression of Vygotsky’s criticism towards IQ test tradition as well as a guideline for what to 

measure and how to measure. According to Vygotsky (1987): 

The psychologist must not limit his analysis to functions that have matured. He must 
consider those that are in the process of maturing. If he is to fully evaluate the state of 
the child's development, the psychologist must consider not only the actual level of 
development but the zone of proximal development (p. 208-209). 

Vygotsky (1998) also proved, using a hypothetical example, that similar mental age or actual 

level of development of two children does not mean that the mental ability of both children is 

equal; rather it varies widely when the children do work with assistance. This emphasised the 

process of development more than the result of the development. Vygotsky suggested a 
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qualitative inquiry to measure the maturing functions of a child. He argued what the child can do 

in collaboration with others indicates the child’s maturing functions which are “lying in the zone 

of Proximal development” (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 212). 

Moreover, the developmental readiness is judged or measured by the score of correct 

answers a child gives in a standardised test and instructions are planned accordingly. For 

example, a teacher teaches multiplication at a specific age level when a child is developmentally 

ready. What is the point of teaching the abilities which are already developed? Should we not 

move forward from this matured level of development? According to Vygotsky (1987), it is 

important to know the actual development of the child, but we need to facilitate the skills which 

are maturing or developing; which are in their embryonic stage. Through guidance and 

facilitation, it will reach the endpoint of the developmental process – and will be matured. 

As Vygotsky viewed child development as a complex process, he tried to develop a 

structure which represents the dynamic nature of development. Vygotsky (1998) found various 

ways of dividing childhood development into different periods in the literature, but he noticed 

that commonly each theory divided childhood into stages based on single criteria. For example, 

dentition, sexual development, language development etc. used as a single criterion in the 

periodisation of childhood development. However, Vygotsky (1998) criticised such partial 

understanding of child development, and he developed a holistic view of child development. He 

criticised the dualistic understanding of the child and the environment and proposed to 

understand child development as a unity of the child and his social reality. 

Instead of chronological age-appropriate understanding of development, Vygotsky (1998) 

divided the developmental phases considering the crisis of childhood and related the new main 

formation of each phase. Instead of describing child development in standalone periods, 

Vygotsky (1998) explained the developmental age periods as dynamic and relational parts of the 
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whole. He also explained the transitional age to linking each period of development together as a 

whole. 

Dramatic and dialectic nature of development 

Cultural-historical theory explains the dramatic and dialectical nature of development. The 

dramatic relation is something people feel the necessity to pay attention to. For example, 

confusion, crisis, debate, challenge, fascinating – such dramatic features in any social relations 

make the relation dramatic and such relations become an intra-psychological category. 

“Overcoming social dramatical collisions (dramas of life) human being creates his/her unique 

personality” (Veresov, 2015, p. 248). Like a dramatic relationship, very often the word dialectic is 

used in relation to cultural-historical theory. The Greek word dialectic “refers to a controversy 

where there is both an argument and counter-argument…It means not accepting that one thing is 

true and the opposite false, but trying to see how each contributes to an understanding” (Smidt, 

2009, p. 13).  

Vygotsky was influenced by Hegel’s and Marx’s concept of dialectic, and the concept is 

underpinned by cultural-historical theory (Dafermos, 2015).  Hegel viewed that the law of 

history is made up of people’s journey towards their awareness about their freedom (Smidt, 

2009). According to Smidt (2009), from Hegel’s perspective, history is not something very 

linear, but it is about overcoming challenges and hurdles, making ways and alternatives, 

negotiation.  “In order to move ahead, some obstacles have to be encountered and overcome. So 

history is dialectical” (Smidt, 2009, p. 13). Similarly, Vygotsky viewed the development of 

higher mental functions as dialectic and complex in nature. In Vygotsky’s words, development is 

a: 

complex dialectical process that is characterised by complex periodicity, disproportion 
in the development of separate functions, metamorphoses or qualitative transformation 
of certain forms into others, a complex merging of the process of evaluation and 
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involution, a complex crossing of external and internal factors, a complex process of 
overcoming difficulties and adapting.   

(Vygotsky, 1997, p. 99) 

Social interactions, in which conflict or crisis or negotiation occurs to come up with a solution or 

better understanding, bring change in the human mind, and the reorganization of the human mind 

counts as development. The whole development process is complex and dialectical – the dialectic 

between individual and social factors. A child participates in and tries to adapt to social rules, but 

at the same time, the child also contributes to social practices through her/his participation. 

Social Situation of Development (SSD) 

Vygotsky established the concept of the social situation of development to explain the role of the 

environment in child development, especially in higher mental function. While his contemporary 

researchers were discussing the influencing factors of the environment on development, Vygotsky 

claimed that the influence of the environment is not straightforward in the interplay with the 

development of a child’s higher mental function. The influence of the environment is complex and 

dialectic. Vygotsky argued that we need to understand the relationship between the child and the 

environment at a particular stage to understand the influence of the environment. (Vygotsky, 

1994b, p. 338) stated, 

At the same time environment should not be regarded as a condition of development 
which purely objectively determines the development of a child by virtue of the fact 
that it contains certain qualities or features, but one should always approach 
environment from the point of view of the relationship which exists between the child 
and its environment at a given stage of his [sic] development. 

The relationship between the child and his/her social reality at a particular stage of development 

has been discussed here. According to Vygotsky (1998), “the social situation of development is 

nothing other than a system of relations between the child of a given age and social reality” (p. 

199). Vygotsky emphasised that the relationship between the child and the environment is 
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dynamic, and it is important to understand the relationship between the child and the environment 

for understanding the influence of the environment on child development:  

Environment cannot be regarded as static entity and one which is peripheral in relation 
to development, but must be seen as changeable. … the child, his development keep 
changing, becomes different. And it is not the child who changes, for the relationship 
between him and his environment also changes and the same environment now begins 
to have a different influence on the child. This dynamic and relative interpretation of 
environment is the most important source of information.      

(Vygotsky, 1994b, p. 344)  

A child experiences the different environments at different ages, and a child also changes across 

different ages. A child experiences the same environment differently at different ages because of 

his personal development. Moreover, different children perceive or experience the same 

environment or social situation differently. The environment and how the child interprets it or 

experiences it determine the psychological characteristics of a child.  

Vygotsky (1994b), gave an example of three siblings who experience violence by their 

intoxicated mother regularly, and this specific social situation influences their development in 

three different ways.  The youngest child is severely horrified by this situation and developed 

depression and stammer. The second child developed conflicting feelings for the mother; the 

child was showing extreme attachment to the mother as well as extreme hate for her. The eldest 

child’s reaction to the same social situation was different from the others. The eldest child 

understands the alcoholic mother as an ill mother and responds to the situation differently. His 

psychological development is disrupted too, but some sort of maturity is developed in the child. 

As the mother had a drinking problem, the eldest child took the responsibility of taking care of 

the whole family. He tries to calm down his mother when she becomes aggressive and to save his 

younger siblings from the mother’s disruptive behaviour.  Here the eldest child’s awareness of 

the social situation (understanding mother is sick) and his social position (eldest among siblings) 

changed his relationship with the environment. 
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Vygotsky (1994b) argued that the environment is not only a setting where development 

takes place. Instead, he claimed the environment is the source of development. The social aspects 

which are now part of the child’s entity were external to the child previously. Vygotsky argued 

that the child first experiences something in a social situation, and then the experience becomes a 

part of the child’s psychological structure. For example, a child first picks up speech through 

social interaction with others and uses it as a means of social communication. Later the child 

uses the speech for his or her internal thought process.  

… man [sic] is a social creature, that without social interaction he can never develop 
in himself any of the attributes and characteristics which have developed as a result of 
the historical evolution of all humankind.  

(Vygotsky, 1994b, p. 348) 

Thus, the environment plays a significant role in a child’s development as a contributing source of 

development. Therefore, it is important to know children’s cultural-historical and social context, 

in other words, their social situation of development, for understanding their development 

(Hedegaard, Fleer, Bang, & Hviid, 2008).  

The influence of environment on child development not only depends on its 

characteristics but also depends on child’s age level (not chronological but developmental stage), 

social position, emotional experience in a situation or environment, and awareness about the 

environment. The influence of the environment on child development depends on how the 

influence is refracted through the invisible personality prism of the particular child. The 

personality prism for each child will be different as every child experiences the same world 

differently through their different personal attributes. Therefore, the influence of the same 

environment will be refracted differently for different children and even differently for the same 

child at different stages of development. Thus, the same social situation is experienced 

differently because of the unique social situation of development of different children, and as 

such, it is argued that different children’s relationship with the same environment will not be the 
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same but rather will vary. In other words, the relationship between the child and the environment 

depends on the social situation and the child’s complex personal state, which referred to as 

perezhivanie. 

Perezhivanie 

“Perezhivanie” is a Russian word, and it is difficult to translate its meaning into English. 

Therefore, academics prefer to mention the Russian word in a discussion about this concept (Fleer, 

2016). In the Vygotsky Reader, perezhivanie is used as synonymous with “emotional experience” 

(Vygotsky, 1994b). However, the meaning of perezhivanie is beyond emotional experience and as 

a result, the translator of the Vygotsky Reader also mentioned the original Russian word 

“perezhivanie” in parenthesis. 

Vygotsky argued that usually, we emphasise the influence or role of the environment on 

child development without considering how the child perceives or relates to the environment 

(Vygotsky, 1994b). He explained that the influence of the environment or situation on the child’s 

development is not direct, but the influence of the environment itself is also influenced by the 

child’s characteristics (together as the SSD). Therefore, the influence of the same environment 

on a different child is different. Vygotsky’s example of three children of an intoxicated mother is 

a good explanation of the fact. Thus, the influence of apparently the same environment on the 

same child in his different developmental stages differs, as the child has changed. As a result, 

Vygotsky claimed that the influence of environment is refracted through the child’s 

perezhivanie prism rather than reflected. If the influence of the environment is reflected, the 

same environment would promote the same development for every child. 

Vygotsky imagined the child’s perezhivanie as a prism through which the influence of 

environment is refracted. The prism is constituted by the child’s awareness and understanding of 

the situation, the child’s attitude towards the situation and child’s emotional relationship with the 
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situation. The child’s social position and role also plays an important role in the construction of 

the perezhivanie, though Vygotsky (1994b) has not mentioned that directly. However, from his 

example of the three children of an intoxicated mother, it is evident that a child’s social position 

and role is also an important factor which influences child’s relationship with the environment. 

In the example, we can see that the eldest child’s understanding of the problem of the intoxicated 

mother was different than his younger siblings. Instead of being afraid of his intoxicated 

mother’s behaviour, he was taking responsibility for saving his younger siblings and calming 

down his mum. As there was no other adult in the family, the eldest child played an adult’s role, 

which caused a striking change in his development. Thus, a child’s attributes influence their 

relationship with the environment. And the child’s attitude and emotional relation with the 

environment are also influenced by situational characteristics. Therefore, Vygotsky defined 

perezhivanie as a unit and indivisible state where both personal characteristics and situational 

characteristics are represented (Vygotsky, 1994b).  

Vygotsky (1994b), stated that all of our personal constitutional characteristics do not take 

part equally. Some of the personal constitutional characteristics may play a primary role in one 

situation, and in another situation, those characteristics may have only a minor role or no role at 

all. He argued that to know a child’s constitutional characteristics is not most important “but 

what is important for us to find out is which of these constitutional characteristics have played a 

decisive role in determining the child’s relationship to a given situation.” (Vygotsky, 1994b, p. 

341). 

Next, the concept of ideal and real forms of development is discussed and the section also 

elaborates the significance of the “social situation of development” as cultural-historical 

concepts of development are interrelated.  
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Ideal and real forms of development 

Vygotsky further explained why the social situation is a source of development in relation to the 

concept of “ideal” and “real” form of development. Vygotsky (1994b) gave an example of speech 

development to elaborate on the fact. As a result of the historical development of humankind, 

speech exists in our environment. A developed form of speech is already in use in social 

interactions. The term “ideal form” refers to any developed form of cultural and psychological 

tool. In contrast, he referred to the primary or immature state of ideal form as “real form”. For 

example, he mentioned an adult’s speech as an “ideal form” of speech and child’s speech as a “real 

form” of speech. That is, the elements of mature or adult speech are still developing in the child. 

According to Vygotsky (1994b), usually, the ideal form of speech is always present for a 

child in his/her environment. Even when the child speaks with one or two words, adults around 

the child speak in the ideal form of language. Later through the developmental process 

(interaction between the ideal and real form), the child learns the ideal form of speech. While the 

child learns the ideal form, it has a different relationship with the same surrounding environment 

in comparison to the child’s relationship with the environment previously, while his speech was 

in a real or immature form. Therefore, this is another example of how the same environmental 

factor (e.g., the ideal form of speech) related to a child differently at different stages of her/his 

development. In other words, Vygotsky stated that the same social situation related to a child in 

different ways at different stages of life and thus creates a different social situation of 

development for a child. 

How are these concepts related to the child with disabilities? The fundamental law of 

development is the same for children with or without disabilities. Vygotsky (1994b) invited us to 

imagine a child without disability who is reared among all deaf people. He claimed in such a 

hypothetical situation, the child will have babbling, but his speech will not develop. Babbling is 
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hereditary, but speech development is social. Therefore, the interaction between “ideal form” and 

“real form” helps the child to be competent in the ideal or standard form of development. For 

children with disabilities, because of their biological difference, the usual cultural interaction 

between the ideal form and real form sometimes differs. Vygotsky gave an example of children 

with hearing impairment (deaf). He said such children cannot hear the ideal form of speech, and 

they develop special kinds of speech and signs, which are limited in relation to the ideal form of 

speech. In Vygotsky’s (1994b) words: 

Research has revealed that deaf and dumb [sic] children create their own peculiar 
speech, mimicry and a very richly developed sign language. Such a child develops his 
own different, personal language. The children develop this language in co-operation, 
in society. But can one compare the development of this sign language with the 
development of speech in children who have a chance to interact with the ideal form? 
Of course not. So this, generally, means that if we are dealing with a situation where 
this ideal form is not present in the environment and what we have is interaction 
between several rudimentary forms, the resulting development has an extremely 
limited, reduced and impoverished character. (p.347) 

Therefore, it is noteworthy how the same social situation creates a different relationship for 

different children based on various factors. For children with disabilities, the usual interaction 

between the ideal form and real form may be disrupted and thus creates another level of variation 

in the relationship between the child and the environment. 

Motive and demand 

Psychological investigations have tried to understand the cause of human actions and personality 

in the life course for a long time. Vygotsky (1993) analytically presented that there were two 

opposite notions to explain the phenomena of human actions and personality development. One 

notion was backward or past-oriented in relation to time, and another was forward or future-

oriented. Vygotsky (1993) provided the example that Freud’s theory explained what an individual 

is presenting as his personality was rooted in the person’s childhood – a backward relation of 

personality or actions. In contrast, another notion explains that a person’s present actions are 
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future-oriented – a forward relation of action and goal. Vygotsky (1993) supported the latter notion 

rather than the former to explain human actions.  

Vygotsky (1993) explained it is not possible to understand a social revolution from 

statistics without knowing the historical tendencies of that social change. Similarly, to 

understand child development, we need to understand the tendencies of actions throughout 

development. He further explained that the encountered difficulties of obstacles for a child create 

future-oriented tendencies to overcome the obstacles. In traditional psychology, goal-oriented 

actions are interpreted as internal or intrinsic force from the child. However, Vygotsky argued 

that the direction of psychological forces works differently. The child’s immature or unadapted 

social status is the basis of the genesis of developmental motive.  

According to Vygotsky (1993), “For years on end, a child remains unfit for independent 

existence, and in his inadequacy and childhood awkwardness lie the seeds of his development.” 

(p 160). Humans as social beings want to be part of society. The child’s limited capacity and 

failure to adhere to social demands create the child’s intention to adopt social demands. Thus, the 

personal motive of an individual develops through participating in social activities (Fleer, 2012).  

 Hedegaard (2002) defined motive as the child’s goal, which defines the child’s actions in 

different activities over a period. When the child’s motive does not match with the social 

demand, the developmental crisis appears. If the child gets support in the crisis, he /she becomes 

capable to fulfil the social demand and his motive orientation changes (Hedegaard, 2012). 

Moreover, the child’s motive also brings demands on others in the social situation. However, 

there is a difference between child motive and child demand. Hedegaard (2018) clarified that 

child’s motive refers to what is important and meaningful to a child in a social situation and the 

child’s demand can be relevant to the child’s care need and child’s motive. Therefore, it can be 
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said the development process continues in the dialectical interplay of the child’s motive and 

social demand.  

Conclusion 

This chapter presents an overview of Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory on child development, 

disability and inclusion through different concepts within his theory. There are more concepts of 

Vygotsky’s theory which cannot be presented here considering the scope of this study. Moreover, 

few concepts which are discussed here will be used explicitly in data analysis. However, all 

concepts presented here have framed this study and have been utilised either explicitly or implicitly 

to understand the everyday participation of children in the preschool setting. As the concepts of 

perezhivanie and social situation of development help to conceptualise and study the child’s 

engagement in an environment, I considered those concepts to investigate how the child’s 

participation is supported through the conditions being created for their development. In line with 

this, the interaction between the ideal form and real form of development and the interplay between 

social demand and the child’s motive in their social situations, are also significant to understand. 

Moreover, the concepts of primary disability, secondary disability and alternative ways of 

development were used to analyse the data. Thus cultural-historical concepts are used in my study 

to explain the term “participation” from a cultural-historical perspective (see Figure 3.8). 
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Figure 3.8: Cultural-historical framing of participation 

Based on the cultural-historical view of participation, I explored how children with disabilities are 

experiencing the ideal form of development in preschool (as conceptualised from a cultural-

historical perspective here). The elements of participation, which were discussed in Chapter 1, are 

significantly embedded in the cultural-historical theory. The theory emphasised the child’s social 

interaction, her/his relationship with the situation or environment, emotional aspects and how these 

factors influence the cognitive engagement of the child. The focus of cultural-historical theory is 

the process of development rather than the result of development. Therefore, this theory values the 

participation process or engagement rather than frequency of participation and achievement.  

The next chapter will present the research design of this study.  
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Chapter 4: Research Design 

Introduction 

This chapter presents the philosophical basis of this research project and its design for answering 

the research questions. I chose cultural-historical theory to investigate the participation of children 

with disabilities in mainstream preschools. Cultural-historical theory guides researchers about 

appropriate methodology based on its stance on child development. The methodology and methods 

of this study will be presented under the following headings: 

1) The theoretical foundation of this research 

2) Cultural-historical methodology 

3) Study design 

4) Context 

5) Participant selection 

6) Data collection methods 

7) Data analysis 

8) Ethical consideration 

9) The researcher’s role in the study 

10) The rigour of the study  

11) Limitations of the study 

The theoretical foundation of this research 

Academic research designs are built upon on philosophical foundations. Like other contemporary 

social science researchers, my ontological belief is that reality is dynamic and socially constructed. 

According to Stetsenko (2015), the ontological assumption of cultural-historical theory is that 

reality is dynamic and keeps changing as a result of collaborative practices of people in society. 
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The epistemological position of the cultural-historical methodology is interpretivism (Bruner, 

1987). This epistemology is different from positivism as the subject matter of natural science 

compared with social science is separate, and the processes of knowing will be different from 

natural science (Bryman, 2016). 

Generally, this study is qualitative within the constructive ontological stance, and its 

epistemological position is interpretivism. In simple words, as my research aim is to explore the 

nature and the process of participation of children with disabilities in a specific setting 

(preschool), the qualitative approach is chosen to gain deep insights. The qualitative approach 

helps to capture “rich description of the social world” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 12). 

According to Creswell (2014), a qualitative approach is the best way to understand a 

phenomenon in depth. Qualitative research takes place in natural settings and thus helps to get 

closer to individuals’ knowledge and experiences in a specific context (Finlay & Evans, 2009). 

Moreover, the flexible nature of qualitative research design allows the researcher to respond 

according to the situation (Bryman, 2012). 

Specifically, this study chose the cultural-historical approach to explore the participation 

of children with disabilities in mainstream preschools. The overarching constructivism and 

interpretivism ontology and epistemological stance are not adequate to justify the uniqueness of 

the cultural-historical approach of studying children’s development. Cultural-historical theory 

also suggested a qualitative approach to study children’s psychological development. However, 

cultural-historical theory viewed child development as a dynamic, dialectic and relational whole, 

and thus it opened a new window for researching children’s development. For example, Bruner 

(1987) pointed out that Vygotsky not only considered word meaning, grammar and contextual 

features of language but also considered the underlying individual’s motive in a social situation. 

Vygotsky (1987) criticised the superficial interpretation of facts. As Vygotsky (1987) suggested, 
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“We must first clarify the philosophy of the fact [Italics in original], the philosophy of its 

acquisition and interpretation. Otherwise, the facts will remain silent and dead” (p. 55). 

The methodology of a study depends on the relevant discipline, the inquiry objective, and 

the researcher’s choice. According to Vygotsky (1997), “Finding a method [sic] is one of the 

most important tasks of the researcher. The method in such cases is simultaneously a prerequisite 

and product…of research…The method must be adequate to the subject studied” (p. 27). In this 

study, I have therefore chosen cultural-historical methodology to explore the participation of 

children with disabilities in preschool. 

Cultural-historical methodology 

Cultural-historical theory not only provides theoretical understanding about child development but 

also inspires researchers to think about appropriate strategies for researching children. However, 

Vygotsky’s methodological contribution to investigating child development has received limited 

attention in the literature (Fleer, 2017). Cultural-historical methodology is inspired by 

anthropological research practice, and some of its features are similar to ethnography, but there 

are, however, differences (Hedegaard, 2008c). According to Veresov (2014), cultural-historical 

theory is a methodological rethinking and exploring the nature of child development. As a general 

framework, cultural-historical theory guides researchers to select “research methods and 

procedures (experimental tools)” in line with “theoretical concepts and principles (theoretical 

research tools) and therefore make a coherent whole. This coherent whole of theoretical and 

experimental tools is what could be called ‘cultural-historical research methodology’” (Veresov, 

2014, p. 222). 

Vygotsky rejected quantitative assessment and advocated for qualitative evaluation to 

understand the child as a whole. Therefore, Vygotsky’s focus of the investigation was a process 
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of development rather than the result of development. He argued that traditionally researchers 

investigate the result of development, which he labelled as a “fossil” of development. Addressing 

the result of development as our “psychological fossil” Vygotsky (1997), explained:  

They (psychological fossil) actually are outside the process of development. Their own 
development is finished. In this combination of plasticity and fossilization, initial and 
final points of development, simplicity and completeness lies their great advantage for 
research, making them incomparable material for study (p. 44). 

Vygotsky (1993) also mentioned the methodological crisis to understand the development of 

children with special needs. He shared the story of a child whose mother came for psychiatric 

consultation for her son as he was displaying tantrums and anger. The psychiatrist described the 

child’s problem as “epileptoid”. The mother asked what that means, and the psychiatrist explained 

that the child has a behaviour problem and tantrum. Vygotsky criticised the psychiatrist’s response 

as just a more sophisticated description of the mother’s complaint. He said,  

She did not know how to react to the child's explosions, how to act with him, how to 
get rid of those explosions, and how to make it possible for him to attend school. The 
diagnosis did not offer answers to any of these questions.  

(Vygotsky, 1993, p. 243) 

Vygotsky (1993) argued that this kind of research provides dry data of an individual. He 

mentioned that before Darwin’s evolutionary theory, the whale was categorised as a fish as it looks 

like other fish. However, genetically it is a mammal. Before Darwin, biologists classified animals 

based entirely on external characteristics, the phenotypical. Vygotsky (1998) also claimed that 

child psychology professionals try to categorise age-related complex symptoms as being 

superficial. 

Therefore, cultural-historical methodology attempted to address the methodological crisis 

in understanding child development and the issues and problems of child development. This 

methodology does not only inspire qualitative research approach but also guides researchers to 

understand the problem holistically. Whereas many researchers disconnect the subject of the 
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research from its system in order to gain objective information, cultural-historical researchers try 

to study the subject while it remains “part of a dynamic ecosystem of interactions” (Fleer, 2014, 

p. 4). Moreover, a dialectical logic is applied to understand the contradiction between “the 

particular” and “the general” together as synthesis (Fleer, 2014, p. 9). For instance, this study 

further investigated the inclusion of particular participants who are active members of the 

broader preschool system. Therefore, without understanding the general practice of society and 

the preschool system, it is not adequate to understand the participant children’s inclusion. 

Hedegaard and her colleagues advanced the legacy of Vygotsky’s methodology and 

provided researchers with a methodological frame to study children in their everyday life (Fleer, 

2017). Hedegaard named the methodological framework as a wholeness approach or dialectical-

interactive approach (Hedegaard, 2008b). Hedegaard conceptualised a model to illustrate that the 

child comes to different social institutions in a society and the child’s learning and development 

flourish through the child’s participation in various institutions (Hedegaard, 2008a). 

As a cultural-historical researcher, I investigate the child, child’s disability, and inclusion 

regarding the child’s relationship with the social world. According to Hedegaard (2012), in 

institutional practices, child development unfolds with three different perspectives: societal 

perspective, institutional perspective and individual perspective (see Figure 4.9).  
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Figure 4.9: Children’s participation in preschool and dialectical interplay of social and 
individual; Adapted from Hedegaard (2012) model of children's activity settings in different 
institutions  

In order to understand the practice of an institution, we can look at the smaller unit “activity 

setting” (Hedegaard, 2012, p. 131). On the one hand, social values and institutional practices 

influence the child and, on the other hand, the child changes the social settings through his/her 

actions (Hedegaard, 2012). In this study participation of children with disabilities will be 

understood from the children’s perspective, preschool perspective and societal perspective. 

Through the participation process of children with disabilities in the activity settings in preschool, 

this study will try to understand the inclusive practice of a mainstream preschool (see Figure 4.9). 

This cultural-historical methodology will then be appropriate to answer two main research 

questions which are dialectically interrelated as follows:  
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Figure 4.10: Addressing research questions using Hedegaard's model of activity settings 

Research Question 1 is overarching the cultural context and practices of preschool, which 

influence a child’s participation in preschool activity settings (see Figure 4.10). At the same time, 

a child’s action affects his/her participation and activity settings; Research Question 2 addresses 

this aspect. Thus, the study will try to understand the participation process of children with 

disabilities as a whole. Research Question 3 addresses enablers and barriers in the participation 

process of children with disabilities in preschool practices. Based on the epistemological, 

ontological and methodological position, the next section presents the study design. 

Study design 

I choose one preschool program in a long-day-care centre to explore the participation of children 

with disabilities in-depth. As cultural-historical researchers need to study different perspectives to 

understand the child as a whole, the single preschool selection seemed most suitable for this PhD 

study with a limited timeframe. I choose multiple focus children in one preschool to gain insights 

about the participation of children with disabilities in mainstream preschools. The study design 

was as follows: 
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Figure 4.11: The study design 

The study was conducted in a preschool program embedded in a long-day-care centre in 

Melbourne, Victoria. Four focus children were selected for video observation in the centre (see 

Figure 4.11). Staff and other children (with consent) were also recorded by video if they were 

involved with the focus child at the moment of observation. Seven staff including the preschool 

teacher were interviewed and video recorded. The preschool teacher and behavioural therapist 

were interviewed multiple times for in-depth information and clarification. The researcher had 

observed the preschool practice informally for two weeks before conducting the formal video 

recorded observations and interviews (see Figure 4.11). In addition to that field notes, photos and 

relevant documents were collected. Home visits were also planned originally for observing the 

child in home setting and for conducting parent-child interview. However, home visits were 

cancelled from the study design as no family gave consent for this purpose.  

Next, the context of the study is discussed in social, institutional and individual levels. 
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Context 

In social science, context plays an important role in studies. However, in the cultural-historical 

theory and methodology, the study context plays a central and integral role. It has already been 

discussed in the methodology that cultural-historical researchers understand the participant’s 

participation in relation to macro (social-cultural), meso (institutional) and micro (activity settings) 

contexts where the participation takes place. Therefore, the context of the study is presented under 

the following sub-sections, social and cultural context, institutional context, activity settings, and 

includes the individuals who participate in the context (see Figure 4.9). 

Social and cultural context 

The study has been conducted in Australia, and therefore the Australian social and cultural contexts 

were considered in this study. Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) services vary from 

country to country. Australia, as a nation, focuses on quality care and education for young children. 

In 2007, the Australian government initiated system reform to ensure quality ECEC services all 

over Australia (Tayler, 2016). Preschool in Australia comprises short duration play-based learning 

programs for children one or two years before their formal schooling and “degree-qualified” staff 

members deliver the program (Tayler, 2016). According to the Department of Education, 

Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR, 2011), most of the Australian children (70%) 

participate in a preschool program (though not compulsory) at around four years of age. There are 

stand-alone preschool programs as well as shared-premises preschool programs, which are 

included in long-day-care settings or attached to schools. The preschool teacher should have a 

four-year university degree (as per recent target) in Early Childhood Teaching for both long-day-

care and standalone preschool (DEEWR, 2011). Inclusion of children with special needs in early 

childhood education and care services are discussed in Australian national policies (see Chapter 

2). 
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Institutional context 

 I sent out emails to different preschools in Melbourne to seek permission to conduct the fieldwork. 

The Butterfly Preschool (pseudonym) gave permission for the fieldwork at their premises. The 

preschool is situated in a suburb of Greater Dandenong, South-east Melbourne, and the area is one 

of the most disadvantaged areas in Victoria (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2013). The 

Butterfly Preschool is a long-day-care centre, and it was organised into two different groups: i) 

Baby and Toddler Room (0-3 years), and ii) Preschool room (3-5 years). The preschool room was 

also referred as kinder room in the centre. During the fieldwork period, 16 to 21 children were 

enrolled in the preschool section (3-5 years).  Figure 4.12 and Figure 4.13 present the preschool 

floor plan and playground facilities respectively.  

 

Figure 4.12: Floor plan of the preschool (collected from the centre notice board) 
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Figure 4.13: Playground layout (drawn by the researcher) 

Melbourne is a multicultural city, and that was reflected in preschool settings. Children from the 

multicultural backgrounds were attending the long-day-care centre. For instance, children with 

Indian, Samoan, Vietnamese, Serbian, New Zealand, European, Sri Lankan, and Chinese cultural 

heritages were attending the centre. 

The centre had two centre directors who were also the owners of the centre. The centre 

employed both permanent and casual staff. Moreover, there were a few pre-service educators 

from universities and professional training institutions present at the centre. For the preschool 

group, a qualified (Bachelor honours degree) preschool teacher and two teacher assistants were 

employed. However, the centre directors and other educators, including pre-service (placement) 

educators were also involved with the activities of the preschool sections. During mealtimes and 

outdoor playtimes, children from Toddler Room and Preschool Room gathered together. Both 

directors and educators were sharing their responsibilities formally and informally, and they 

created a family image, as staff felt the centre as like their family.  
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The day-care centre was accessible to all children, regardless of their backgrounds and 

abilities. There were a few children with disabilities, a few children with social trauma and 

disadvantaged circumstances. The preschool presented a welcoming environment for all children 

and educators. Both preschool directors, the preschool teacher, two teacher assistants, one 

cognitive behaviour therapist, three educators and seven pre-service teachers were observed and 

filmed while they were engaged in different activity settings. Altogether, 16 participants were 

followed and filmed while they were involved with children in different activity settings. Among 

all participant staff (see Appendix 9 for full list), seven took part in video interviews. The 

following Table 4.2 presents the details of participant preschool staff, including the pre-service 

(placement) teachers who were video recorded in both observations and interviews. 

Table 4.2: The summary of staff participation 

Sl. Name Position, qualification and experience in 
ECEC 

Experience with children with 
disabilities 

1 Jane Director/owner 
Certificate three 
And Diploma 
15 years 

Yes, as an educator she met 
children with disabilities 

2 Monica Preschool Teacher 
Bachelor (Honours) degree 
20 years 

Yes, she has a son with autism and 
as an educator met children with 
disabilities. 

3 Amanda 
 

Teacher Assistance 
Diploma 
1 month 

No 

4 Lisa Teacher Assistance 
Certificate three 
Diploma (continuing; nearly finished) 
3.5 years 

Yes, she has relative with autism 
and as an educator met children 
with disabilities. 

5 Tracey Cognitive Behaviour Therapist 
Applied Behavioural Analysis (ABA) 
Training 
12 years 

Yes, she has a son with autism and 
as a therapist met children with 
disabilities. 

6 Azra Educator  
Certificate III 
Diploma (continuing) 
1 year 

No 

7 Ming Placement (pre-service) Teacher 
Master degree student 

No 
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Activity settings  

In order to understand the institutional practices, I observed the children and adults in different 

activity settings of the preschool. According to Hedegaard (2012), “an activity setting can be 

compared to the scene in a theatre where both the materiality and the way of interaction reflect 

tradition in an institutional practice” (p. 131). In Butterfly Preschool, there were different kinds of 

activity settings (see table 4.3). For example, Indoor activity settings included circle time, group 

activity, different free play settings, different mealtimes, and different child-initiated play. Outdoor 

activity settings included the play in the sandpit, play in the playground, play in the cubby house, 

gardening, water play, group activity, bike riding, different children-initiated plays, and occasional 

mealtimes. The focus children were observed in all the different activity settings. 
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 Table 4.3: Activity settings in Butterfly Preschool practice 

Different activity settings                                     Descriptions 

Circle times In circle times children sit on the mat together, and 
educator sits face to face with children on mat or chair. 
Educator discusses a central topic, rhymes, counting, 
letter-picture quiz etc.  
 

Group activities Educator initiates activities for a group of children. 
Usually, 4-8 children participate in a group activity—for 
example, counting game, building blocks, painting, letter-
bids activity etc.  
 

Different free play settings Educators organised the room with different theme-based 
play artefacts. For example, kitchen play settings, jungle 
play settings, sandy surface play settings, train play 
settings etc. 
 

Mealtimes There were three mealtimes in a day. Breakfast/morning 
tea, lunch, afternoon tea. Meals were prepared in the 
preschool kitchen and served by the educators. Children 
from both the toddler room and preschool room attended 
mealtimes together. 
 

Outdoor activity settings As well as different indoor activity settings, there were 
different outdoor activity settings. Mostly children were 
involved in different free play settings. For example, bike 
riding, playing in the playground, playing in the cubby 
house, playing in the sandpit. However, sometimes 
educators initiated some play activities (e.g., blowing 
bubbles, water play, and gardening) and sometimes 
educators joined in children’s play. 

 

As the Butterfly Preschool is a long-day-care centre, it was open from 7:00 am to 6:30 pm on 

weekdays. Children used to start and finish their day, depending on their family’s routine. On 

arrival, the preschool teacher or director welcomed the child/children and talked to the parents. 

Children were free to do any activities. However, they had to follow some clear rules as well. For 

instance, wash hands before meals, attend mealtimes, and wear sun hats in outdoor activities. 
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Children (individuals) 

Children from the preschool group (3-5 years) were chosen as focus children. Focus children were 

followed in different activity settings of the preschool. Four focus children participated in this 

study. Moreover, six children from the preschool group and five children from toddler group (0-3 

years) participated in the study as indirect participants. The participants from toddler group were 

either the focus children’s siblings or indirect participants’ (from preschool group) siblings. 

Indirect participants were video recorded while they were involved with the focus children in 

different activity settings. 

The average age of all focus children was 3.71 years. Two children with disabilities and 

two children without disabilities participated as focus children. Among participants with 

disabilities, one child was diagnosed with Soto’s syndrome, and another was diagnosed with 

autism.  

Participant selection 

This study contains both adult and child participants. I followed the opportunistic and purposive 

technique to select participants. For adult participants, I handed out the explanatory letters and 

consent forms (see Appendix 7 & 8) through the preschool authority. The adults who agreed to 

participate, I have observed and video recorded while they were involved in their activities with 

children in the natural setting of the preschool. Among the participants, I purposefully selected 

participants for interview/s in order to get a deeper understanding of the central phenomena 

(participation of children with disabilities). Qualitative researchers use purposive sampling 

technique for selecting participants intentionally to study the central phenomena in-depth 

(Creswell, 2012).  
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In the case of selecting children for participation, I also used opportunistic and purposive 

technique. First, I provided explanatory letters, consent forms and assent forms (see Appendix 3, 

4, 5 & 6) to the preschool authority to be sent to all families. Families were instructed to discuss 

the research with children in simple words and to get their assent. Families submitted their 

consent and assent forms in the particular box as instructed, and later I collected the submitted 

forms. After obtaining the responses from the families, I consulted the preschool teacher to select 

the children who have identified/diagnosed disabilities and children without disabilities. The plan 

was to choose two children with disabilities and two children without disabilities. Children with 

disabilities were defined as children who have a diagnosis. And children who did not have any 

diagnosis or were not under any diagnosis process were defined as children without disabilities.   

First, I obtained consent from one family of a child with disability, who was diagnosed 

with Soto’s syndrome. After a few months, another child with disabilities enrolled in the 

preschool and the family gave consent for their child’s participation. Among the children without 

disabilities, I found one critical case who, by definition, falls into the category “child without 

disability”. However, the preschool teacher made the assumption that the child might have a 

disability but the child’s parent disagreed with her. It was an opportunity to reconsider and 

rethink about the participant. I decided to continue with this participant for the following 

reasons: 

● This child can participate under the category of “children without disability” according to 

the plan. 

● The child can present as a critical case and I can gain broader insight about the 

participation of children with regard to disability. 
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● As a researcher, I decided to continue with this participant as an emerging opportunity. 

Patton (2015) described such selection as emergent sampling, which was not anticipated 

in advance. 

Therefore, it can be said that the selected participants represent a spectrum of children — those 

without disability to children with disabilities. The question may arise as to why I have chosen two 

participants beyond the category of children with disabilities. As the study is about the 

participation of children with disabilities, I had to face this question several times. First, children 

without disabilities were selected as cases not for comparison purposes but rather to better, and 

more fully, understand the central phenomenon (participation of children with disabilities in 

mainstream preschool). 

It is common in experimental research that the researcher selects a control group of 

participants to better understand the intervention impact, and it is also a validity measure for the 

findings or claims. Similarly, in some qualitative studies, the researcher selects confirming and 

disconfirming cases (Patton, 2015) to validate emerging findings. The concept of inclusion is not 

a neutral concept, rather it is underpinned by the values of social justice and equity. As a result, 

while researchers look for inclusive practice, they also check for any exclusionary risk or 

challenges. It is a dialectical reality. If there is no exclusion in society, there would not in reality 

be any concept of inclusion. If I find any exclusionary risk in practice, how do I confirm that the 

children with disabilities are experiencing a lack of opportunities or being treated differently 

because of their disability?  

It is also possible that children without disabilities are also experiencing the same lack of 

opportunity. Then it will not be an exclusionary risk due to the child’s disability. Therefore, to 

validate such findings, it was essential to select children beyond the disability category. 

Moreover, it was helpful to understand how the same social situations create different 
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developmental conditions for children without disabilities and for children with disabilities. 

Vygotsky himself brought in examples of children with disabilities while he was explaining child 

development in general, and vice versa. Vygotsky suggested dynamic and relational 

interpretation of information, as he said, “This dynamic and relative interpretation of 

environment is the most important source of information” (Vygotsky, 1994b, p. 344). 

Considering the same advantage, it was planned to collect data through home visits (observation 

and interview), though the study aimed to learn about the participation of children with 

disabilities in mainstream preschools.  

Finally, no family permitted a home visit and so data were collected from the preschool 

only. Except for the four focus children, all other children (with consent and assent) participated 

indirectly, as they were observed and video recorded while they were participating with focus 

children in different activity settings. Different data collection methods were applied to 

understand child participation in preschool culture. Qualitative researchers usually collect data 

from multiple sources instead of relying on a single data source (Creswell, 2014). Capturing 

different people’s viewpoints is recommended in cultural-historical methodology to understand 

child participation in relation to the social situation (Hedegaard, 2008b). Similarly, researchers 

employ multiple methods to collect data from different sources, based on the research aims.  

Data collection methods 

Data collection methods are selected based on the research approach and the theoretical 

framework. Data were collected from the Butterfly Preschool (pseudonym) through video 

observation and video interview. Moreover, field notes and photos were taken, and documents 

were obtained. I used pseudonyms for participants in this study. Table 4.4 presents data collection 

summary:  
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Table 4.4: Summary of data collection 

Where: A long-day-care centre (preschool program) 
South-east Melbourne, Victoria 
Duration: 8 Months (including two months interval) 
Informal observation: 5 visits to the centre 
Video observation & video interview: 23 visits to the centre 
Follow up interviews after field work: 2 visits to the centre 
Participants Methods Hour 
Focus Children (4) Video observation Total (40 Hr) 
Maliha 
(with Soto’s syndrome) 

4 years  13 hr 

Toby 
(with Autism Spectrum 
disorder) 

3 years 6 months 8 hr 

Alex  
(without disability)  

3 years 10 months 8 hr 

Ajith 
(without disability) 

3 years 6 month 10.5 hr 

Teacher/staff (7 ) Video interview 4 hr 

 
 Other data                                                                                  

Photos 
Field notes 
Documents 

Total video data 44 hours 
 
 

 

Video observation 

First, I observed participants in Butterfly Preschool as a participant-observer. It is crucial to 

observe participants in their natural settings (Hedegaard, 2008a). According to Creswell (2014), 

observation has advantages to study participants for whom verbalising their ideas is difficult and 

to capture actual activities in the setting where they take place. Before starting the video 

observation and interview, I informally observed the preschool activities for two weeks and took 

field notes. This initial observation period was helpful to understand the preschool practices, roles 

of different staff and in building rapport with staff and children. More importantly, the next video 

recording phase became more natural as my role and research aims were familiar to most of the 

adults, and I was familiar to the children. 

I observed, and video recorded the participants’ activities in preschool to develop a 

detailed picture of the preschool practice. Moreover, video observation is a suitable method of 
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data collection for cultural-historical researchers as they need to revisit data several times for 

interpreting data from different perspectives (Fleer, 2008). I digitally recorded the focus 

children’s activities in a preschool setting. In social science, research tends to focus on the social 

interaction of all actors in an environment and traditional psychological researcher tends to focus 

on the individual participant only (Fleer, 2008). In contrast, my camera followed both the focus 

child and social interactions in a preschool setting, as cultural-historical researchers try to 

understand children in relation to their whole social situation (Fleer, 2008).  

The initial plan was to use two video cameras. It was planned to fix one video camera in 

a steady position (using a tripod) so that it could capture classroom interactions as a whole 

scenario and use another camera (handheld) to follow the focus children and their interactions 

with others. Use of multiple cameras may be beneficial to capture the broader scene (Fleer, 

2008) and can be used as a backup. However, in the context of the Butterfly Preschool settings, 

the researcher found it difficult as multiple activity settings took place simultaneously. 

Moreover, it was difficult sometimes to assume next activities in the informal practices and 

manage two cameras.  

The video observation was conducted over eight months, including a two-month interval. 

I had to take two months of maternity leave during data collection. I collected a total of 40 hours 

of video observation data in preschool settings. Later, I accumulated every focus child’s 

participation in the whole data set. As a researcher, I was the main instrument for data collection.  

Before and after the maternity leave, a research assistant volunteered to collect data while 

carrying a video camera and standing for a long time was difficult for me due to medical 

conditions. The research assistant had experience in video observation, and had finished her 

doctoral research in education. However, as a main instrument of the data collection, I attended 

the field and guided the research assistant. My presence was necessary because the researcher 
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not only collects data in the natural settings but is also involved in the initial analysis, explores 

relations between previous and ongoing events, and develops further enquiries (Yin, 2018). 

The initial plan to observe the focus children in their home settings was cancelled – as 

previously mentioned, no participant family agreed to a home visit. 

Interview 

Despite having some benefits of video observation, as discussed earlier, some limitations need to 

be considered. The video camera is limited, as it does not have peripheral vision (Fleer, 2008). 

Moreover, observation is not adequate to capture an individual’s opinion and guiding principles of 

their behaviour. Therefore, in addition to video observation, I used face-to-face semi-structured 

video interview technique. I conducted all interviews with preschool staff and placement teachers. 

A semi-structured interview protocol, field note, and video clips (as references) were used in 

interviews to gain further clarification. I interviewed seven adults who were involved in the 

preschool in different roles (see Table 4.2, page 90). The preschool teacher was interviewed six 

times and the cognitive behaviour therapist was interviewed twice considering further information, 

clarification, and the role of the participant. Another five staff were interviewed once. In total, four 

hours of video interview data were collected in the study. Video interviews were conducted during 

and after the video observation period. 

Hviid (2008) argued that in cultural-historical theory, the interview is not seen as a one-

way process where participants talk and the researcher listens and asks questions. Instead, it is a 

dialogue between the participant and the researcher. Through this dialogue, the researcher 

benefited from listening to the participant’s story as well as the participant benefitting by raising 

their voice or expressing themselves. The researcher has conducted semi-structured interview/s 

with the preschool staff. In follow-up interviews the researcher shared video clips from 

observation or referred observed activity settings with the preschool teacher to collect further 
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information. In this way, shared knowledge construction occurs in such an interview. According 

to Hviid (2008, p. 156), “Intersubjectivity and interactivity are basic to interview research.”  

The initial plan to conduct the parent-child interviews had to be eliminated from the study 

as no families gave consent for a home visit.  

Field notes, photos and documents 

Documents (e.g. attendance sheet, copies of teacher’s digital diary) were collected to analyse. 

Visual materials (e.g., photograph, art or craftwork of focus child) were also collected as evidence. 

These data were helpful to understand children’s engagement and teachers’ support in preschools. 

The document is a valuable source of information in qualitative research, which helps to further 

understand central phenomena (Creswell, 2012). Moreover, field notes were taken regularly and 

analysed. These additional information sources were very helpful for cross-examining some 

information from the video observation and interview data. 

Data analysis  

Organisation and analysis of the data are significant steps of any research, which help to answer 

the research question/s of a study. Data from different sources were organised and saved securely. 

After collecting data, field notes and video-logs (summary of the video files) were written 

regularly. Video files and photos were labelled and saved securely. Video data were watched 

thoroughly and trimmed into smaller clips for further analysis. However, the original record was 

saved and watched occasionally to check the detailed context. Selected video clips and all 

interview recordings were transcribed to analyse (see Figure 4.14). Data were analysed at three 

different levels, suggested by Hedegaard (2008c): 

● Common sense interpretation 
● Situated practice interpretation 
● Thematic level interpretation 
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Common sense interpretation 

This is the first impression or comment or understanding of the researcher about the data. It is the 

general interpretation of data which may not require precise theoretical knowledge. According to 

Hedegaard (2008c), “this kind of interpretation does not demand explicit concepts, but some 

obvious relations stand out, and the patterns in interaction can be seen” (p. 58). In this level, after 

watching the video data, initial interpretation was noted in the video log. Based on the initial 

interpretation video clips were made and transcribed.  

 

Figure 4.14: The data analysis procedure 

Situated practice interpretation 

The second step of the analysis is situated practice interpretation, where the researcher seeks links 

between different data gathered from on different occasions in the same project to understand 

general practice (Hedegaard, 2008c). The researcher looks for the basic categories, those that have 

already arisen, and key concepts across the data of the same project to understand the practice. 

This process involves the researcher in understanding the differences and similarities among 
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categories and, as a result, formation and reformation of categories is going on, which leads to new 

insights (Hedegaard, 2008c). For example, a category “silent communication” was checked in the 

whole data set to confirm that it is significant to consider in next level of analysis; it is not a 

standalone aspect of evidence in the data set. 

Thematic interpretation 

The thematic level of analysis is directly connected with the research aim (Hedegaard, 2008c). 

Based on the research aim, theoretical concepts and data, researchers try to create categories and 

explain relations between categories in order to answer research questions. This study used 

different cultural-historical theoretical concepts, such as primary disability, secondary disability, 

alternative ways of development, motive and demand, social situation of development, 

perezhivanie, ideal and real form of development (see Chapters 3, 5, 6, 7, 8 & 9). For example, 

how the category “silent communication” is relevant to the participation of the focus child was 

analysed. Here, the theoretical concepts “secondary disability” and “primary disability” were used 

as analytical tools to interpret the data. 

Ethical considerations 

Ethical considerations in research are vital for any socially based research. In this study, children 

with disabilities participated, and can be considered as doubly vulnerable – being a child as well 

as being an individual with disability. Therefore, I needed to be doubly aware so that my research 

activities may not make my participants even more vulnerable (Liamputtong, 2007). The research 

methodology and methods of the study coincide with the ethical considerations for the participants. 

For example, this naturalistic inquiry did not manipulate the environment (Gray & Winter, 2011) 

and did not separate participant children from their context and peers. In the observation, no child 

was identified differently within the group on the basis of their disability, or for their cultural and 



Page 103 of 301 
 

social background. As a participant observer, the researcher and the research assistant reduced the 

gap between their adult outsider position and the children. 

Researchers must give enough information about the study and inform participants’ 

freedom to make decisions before taking informed consent from participants (Liamputtong, 2007). 

According to Gay, Mills, and Airasian (2006), researchers should be honest enough in their study, 

as they also expect trustworthy answers from participants. I handed out well-informed explanatory 

letters and consent forms and assent forms to all families and educators (see Appendix 3 to 8) 

through the preschool authority. Participant families and educators were informed to return the 

consent and assent forms in a paper-made box, which was placed in the reception area of the 

preschool. Thus, participants’ agency was valued in their decision-making about participating in 

this research project. Those who initially consented to participation had a choice to withdraw their 

consent within a six-month period. However, no participant withdrew his or her consent from this 

research project.  

In the case of children’s participation in the study, I sought consent from their parents and 

also the children’s own assent. I am always aware of avoiding any harm to research participants, 

from data collection to reporting findings. Researchers must obey the standard first rule in 

human conduct – “Do no harm” (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014, p. 56). I am aware of 

protecting participants' privacy and confidentiality based on their consent. For instance, one 

family gave consent for the participation of the children but restricted the consent to use any 

image of the children. I used the pseudonyms of participants and research site in published 

reports. The research design received approval from the Monash University Human Research 

Ethics Committee (MUHREC) under project number 5586 (see Appendix 1).  As well, the 

project also received ethics approval (Approval No. 2017_003316) from the Department of 

Education and Training, Victoria State Government, Australia (see Appendix 2).  
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The researcher’s role in the study 

In qualitative research, the researcher plays a significant role in data collection and interpretation 

(Finlay & Evans, 2009). Cultural-historical researchers are aware of their double role in the field. 

On the one hand, the researcher enters into the social situation of others to understand the practice 

as a participant and on the other hand, the researcher enters into the setting with research aims as 

a researcher (Hedegaard, 2008d). Therefore, in video observation, my role was as a participant-

observer. Though I did not provide any intervention, some sort of interaction and communication 

occurred naturally in the social situation, where I also acted as a participant. In interviews, I was 

an active participant to construct the knowledge with research participants. According to Fontana 

and Frey (2008), “interviewers are increasingly seen as active participants in an interaction with 

respondents that are shaped by the contexts and situations in which they take place” (p.144).  

 As a researcher, I established a trustworthy and respectful relationship with participants. 

I communicated my role verbally and in clear, written form to my participants, including to the 

children. I was mindful of my limits and responsibilities in the field. According to Hedegaard 

(2008d), the observer should not take on the role of the teacher in a school setting, but he/she 

needs to act like a responsible adult.  

Rigour of study 

Using particular strategies to ensure the accuracy and credibility of a study is a crucial aspect of 

qualitative research. The concepts of validity and reliability are viewed differently in qualitative 

research from the quantitative experimental studies on child development. According to 

Hedegaard (2008b, p. 43), in classical experiments, “claims for validity are made in relation to the 

objective measurement of the children’s functioning”. In a qualitative approach, researchers 

usually validate their findings through triangulation, member checking and auditing (Creswell, 
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2014). However, Hedegaard (2008b) stated that in cultural-historical studies, triangulation is not a 

choice for validation as a hermeneutic approach. She also argued that in cultural-historical 

research, the validity relies upon how well different perspectives of participants’ everyday life 

practices are captured and linked to child development.  

Similarly, the concept of reliability is also used as a tool to judge the rigour of research. 

While the concept of reliability evolved in quantitative research practice, sometimes it is used as 

a common tool to evaluate any research. However, qualitative researchers also tried to refer to 

reliability and validity by using different alternative terms; such as “credibility”, “dependability”, 

“accuracy”, “transparency” (see Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The 

notion of reliability in quantitative research does not match with the qualitative approach. 

Whereas quantitative research aims to achieve objectivity, qualitative research values subjective 

aspects. In qualitative research, the researcher is viewed as the main instrument of data 

collection. Moreover, in cultural-historical research the researcher is not only an instrument but 

also a participant of the study (Hedegaard, 2008d). For example, in this study, my role was as a 

participant-observer. 

More broadly, any study or its stakeholders intend to ensure or look for the rigour of the 

study, though the terms and aims of qualitative and quantitative studies differ. The rigour of the 

cultural-historical research depends on how the study findings can be used to interpret everyday 

phenomena in a logical way considering its theoretical viewpoint. Moreover, a researcher needs 

to ensure rigour in every single step, in every means, from planning to reporting, in order to 

achieve rigorousness. As a part of the academic degree, this study was reported to senior 

researchers and received feedback in three formal steps, apart from the supervisors' guidance.  

As the researcher, I frame the research problem, theory and study design in the planning 

phase. In the data collection and organisation phase, procedures and evidence are documented so 
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that those could be retrieved and checked when needed. I have shared the findings within 

different research team members, peers, review panels, and academics for further credibility 

checks (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). It helped to check whether the findings reflect the reality and 

feasibility of the practices through sharing them with intellectual colleagues. Moreover, I ensured 

internal verification through follow-up interviews. I also tried to verify the findings through the 

study design. It has already been discussed that I observed children without disability to verify 

any discrimination in the preschool practice.  

Limitations of the study 

There are some limitations of this study which should be taken into consideration at the outset. In 

this study, the data were collected from one preschool program and from a small number of 

participants. Therefore, the study design is not appropriate for the generalisation of the findings. 

The cultural-historical methodology emphasises a holistic understanding of the child’s 

participation across different institutional settings. Therefore, I planned an intensive data collection 

phase in the preschool and children’s home settings. It was planned to observe the children and 

sibling/s (if any) in their home settings and to conduct parent-child interviews. However, none of 

the participant families gave consent for a home visit. Therefore, the parents’ perception is missing 

in understanding the children’s participation in the preschool. Though the study aims to explore 

children’s participation in the preschool, the home visit would help to reach a more holistic 

understanding of the studied phenomena. Another limitation of the study was resource constraint 

as the study was conducted by a single researcher. For example, multiple camera handling was 

difficult for one person in the preschool setting. 
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Conclusion 

This chapter discussed both the methodology and method of the study. Specifically, a cultural-

historical methodology framed the research design of this study. This chapter also explained how 

the methodology and theory are interrelated and created a holistic approach to understand and a 

child’s participation in everyday life. This study collected empirical data through video 

observation, video interview, photos, field notes, documents and the researcher participated in the 

field as a participant-observer. Data has been analysed in three levels of interpretation (Hedegaard, 

2008c). The findings of the study are presented in the next chapters (Chapters 5, 6, 7, 8 & 9) with 

discussion.  
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Chapter 5: Alternative (roundabout) way of development 

Thesis with published work: An overview 

A thesis with published work also aims to report a coherent study like a traditional thesis. 

Therefore, instead of listing some published work in the thesis, the student researcher and research 

supervisors made a pragmatic plan after most of the field work had been done. As a result, the 

published paper and submitted papers all created a coherent whole in conjunction with other 

chapters to present this study. 

The strategies that have been followed to finalise each paper are three-fold. First, the aim 

was to submit each paper in a high-ranking peer reviewed journal, which is listed as 

recommended by the Faculty of Education, Monash University. Second, each paper was 

presented internationally or at a local conference or in the cultural-historical research community 

before finalising. Third, each paper represented findings on one focus child’s participation in the 

preschool practice in relation to the research questions. 

This thesis included two published paper and one submitted (under review) papers with 

other chapters. 

Backdrop of Paper One 

Chapter 1 and Chapter 2 presented the finding that teachers in mainstream settings often feel that 

they do not have enough knowledge and skills to support children with disabilities (see Agbenyega 

& Klibthong, 2014; Hoskin et al., 2015). However, it is not generally reported in literature how 

the mainstream environment creates conditions for children with disabilities and how the children 

reciprocally enact their way to participate in the mainstream setting. Paper One listed in this thesis 
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explored Research Question 1 and Research Question 2 and contributed to filling this gap in the 

literature. Using the concept of “alternative way of development” (Vygotsky, 1993), this paper 

found the preschool practice and the focus child co-created an alternative way to overcome 

communication difficulties and reach shared meaning. 

Paper One reported the findings based on the focus child Maliha’s (pseudonym) 

participation in the preschool. Maliha was diagnosed as a child with Soto’s syndrome.  Thirteen 

hours of video observation data and relevant video interview data were analysed for Paper One. 

I wrote Paper One with my supervisors. Paper One has been published on-line by Taylor 

and Francis in the peer reviewed International Journal of Inclusive Education (IJIE). The details 

are as shown below: 

Fatema Taj Johora, Marilyn Fleer & Nikolai Veresov (2019): Inclusion of a child with 
expressive language difficulties in a mainstream Australian preschool – roundabout 
ways can create opportunities for participation, International Journal of Inclusive 
Education, DOI:10.1080/13603116.2019.1609100 

Link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2019.1609100   

Please note the paper used Chicago author-date system for citation and referencing according to 

the journal requirement. Paper One is attached next as it was published online. 

  

https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2019.1609100
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Chapter 6: Understanding the child in relation to preschool practice  

Backdrop of Paper Two 

Despite their positive attitude towards inclusive education, early childhood educators are hesitant 

to support children with severe disabilities and children with autism (see Agbenyega & Klibthong, 

2014; Lee et al., 2015). Educators often worry about the behaviour of children with autism and 

how that would affect the whole group or class (see Peters & Forlin, 2013). Among many 

interventions, Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA) is considered as one of the best bases to support 

children with autism (Fennell & Dillenburger, 2016). Deeper down in the practice, research and 

interventions are still dominated by the medical model. The difficulties children with autism 

encounter are often attributed to the child’s biologically different development. This paper argues 

that it is important to understand the child holistically and in relation to the practice where the 

child participate. 

Paper Two reported the findings based on the focus child Toby’s (pseudonym) 

participation in the preschool. Toby was diagnosed as a child with autism. In accumulation, eight 

hours of video observation data and relevant video interview data were analysed for this paper. 

This paper presents results related to Research Question 1 and Research Question 2. This paper 

explained the dialectical interaction between the child’s motive and preschool demand and how 

that created participation possibilities for the focus child with autism.  

This paper is co-authored with my supervisors. It has been published online by Elsevier 

in the peer-reviewed journal, Learning, Culture and Social Interaction. The details are mentioned 

and a screenshot of published paper is shared below: 

Fatema Taj Johora, Marilyn Fleer & Marie Hammer (2021): Understanding the child 
in relation to practice and rethinking inclusion: A study of children with autism 
spectrum disorder in mainstream preschools, Learning, Culture and Social Interaction.  
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lcsi.2020.100469 
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The preprint of Paper Two is attached next. The title and the content differ to some extent with the 
published paper though main argument is same. 
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Chapter 7: Finding a pedagogical password for a child’s inclusion  
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Chapter 7: Finding a pedagogical password for a child’s inclusion 

Backdrop of Paper Three 

The following chapter is a paper that is currently under review. In this Paper Three, the aim is to 

explore the participation process of children with disabilities. With regard to the aim, this study 

selected two children without disabilities along with children with disabilities. Chapter 4 explained 

details of the participation selection procedure. Paper Three reported the findings based on the 

focus child Alex’s (pseudonym) participation in the preschool. Alex was selected as a child without 

disability. He was not diagnosed with any disability. Moreover, he was not under any diagnosis 

procedure nor waiting for any diagnosis procedure before and during data collection period. 

However, Alex was facing difficulties in social interactions and the preschool teacher assumed he 

might have autism.  In accumulation, eight hours of video observation data and relevant video 

interview data were analysed for this paper. The results reported in this paper contribute to answer 

Research Question 1 and Research Question 2.   

Paper Three used the concept of “secondary disability” (Vygotsky, 1993) to analyse the 

data. This paper argued that educators should explore the child’s abilities and potential to find 

out the needed pedagogical password to support the child’s further development. The term 

“pedagogical password” is used as a metaphor. For example, in any digital account every user 

has a unique password to enter into the system. Similarly, every child is different and finding the 

unique nature of their participation can be more powerful than finding their biological 

disabilities. 

I wrote this paper as sole author. I acknowledge my supervisors’ critical feedback to 

improve this paper. Paper Three has been submitted to the peer reviewed journal Early Years: An 
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International Research Journal. The paper is under review process of the journal. The details 

are as mentioned below: 

Fatema Taj Johora (XX): The preschool teacher’s assumption about a child’s ability 
or disability: Finding a pedagogical password for a child is crucial for inclusion, Early 
Years 

Please note that Paper Three used Chicago author-date system for citation and referencing 

according to the journal requirement. The paper is attached next as it was submitted.  
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Chapter 8: Same social situation but different social situation of development 

Introduction  

This chapter presents findings on the focus children’s actions in relation to the preschool practices 

and interprets those regarding inclusive participation. In Chapter 4, I have already discussed that I 

followed children without disabilities and video-recorded their participation to understand the 

inclusive practice better. This chapter will present the data on the focus child, Ajith, as well as the 

relationship between the child and the social environment with regard to children’s participation 

and inclusion. Therefore, along with focus child Ajith, other focus children’s participation – 

Maliha, Toby and Alex – will be brought into the analysis. In the main, this chapter will address 

Research Question 1 and Research Question 2. Vygotsky’s (1994b) concepts of “Social Situation 

of Development” (SSD), has been used in data analysis.  

This chapter begins by introducing the focus child, Ajith, followed by Ajith’s 

participation in the preschool settings and inclusive practices. Other focus children – Maliha, 

Toby and Alex – were introduced in Chapter 5, Chapter 6 and Chapter 7 respectively. The main 

focus is on how the interplay between Ajith’s individual actions and social situations of the 

preschool settings created opportunities for his participation as well as his peers’ participation in 

the preschool activity settings. Moreover, the participation process was studied in relation to 

inclusive practice in the preschool. The outline of this chapter is as follows: 
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● The focus child 

● Data presentation 

o Resource sharing in the preschool 

o Child’s active participation and inclusion 

o Diversity among peers in the same social situation 

o Diversity within the child in same social situation 

The focus child 

Here I am going to introduce the focus child, Ajith. He was three years and six months-old at the 

beginning of the fieldwork. Ajith was not identified as having any disability. He was enrolled in 

this centre at the age of three. His family has Sri Lankan cultural heritage. He lived with his mother, 

and was a single child. Ajith was welcomed in the preschool, and he also developed a friendship 

with some other children. He could communicate using verbal speech and nonverbal body 

language and facial expression. Like other children, he had access to play whatever he liked in the 

preschool activity settings. However, Ajith’s family practices tended to put different demands on 

Ajith compared with those of the preschool. For example, the preschool teacher shared in an 

interview that Ajith’s parent put some particular restrictions on Ajith, such as Ajith was not being 

allowed to fill up his drinking bottle from the bathroom tap while other children used to simply fill 

up their drinking bottle from the bathroom tap.  As Monica shared in an interview,  

They [children] take their bottle in bathroom and fill their own drink bottle in 
bathroom. So [as parent restricted] then we had to stop filling his bottle up. He could 
not go and fill his bottle up. He got upset, he see everyone else can go and…So mum 
put a lot of restriction…what he can and cannot do. Then he started to rebel against 
them and he then got quite upset.  

                                                                                  (Monica, the preschool teacher) 

As Monica said, Ajith was eager to participate in different activity settings, and observation data 

also confirm that Ajith spontaneously participated in the preschool practice. More details will be 

presented in the data presentation section. 
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Data presentation 

In this section the data are presented under four key themes in relation to the focus children’s 

participation and inclusive practice in the preschool. First theme reflects on how preschool 

resources are shared among children. Second theme refers to focus child Ajith’s active 

participation. Third theme presents diversity among children’s participation in same social 

situation. The last theme refers to diversity within the focus child, Ajith’s action in same social 

situation. 

Resource sharing in the preschool 

This study found that preschool practice was the same for all children. Access to material resources 

and rules were the same as we observed for Toby, Maliha, and Alex. Ajith also had to wait for his 

turn when resources were limited. The following vignette presents how Ajith responded when 

Henry took the pram with which Ajith wanted to play.  

Vignette 1: Ajith with the pram  

It was an outdoor playtime. Ajith was running with a pram. Henry was running beside 
him. Within a few seconds Henry took the pram from Ajith. Then Ajith was running 
to another direction without pram (seems he is upset). 

Researcher (R):  What happened Ajith?  

Ajith: …took my pram. 

R: Who? 

Ajith: Henry. 

R: Henry? Hmm…So…what will you do? Will you share [it] with Henry? You can 
take [a] turn, Ajith, you can take [a] turn. 

[While the researcher was talking with Ajith. He was looking for the pram. He found 
Henry is playing with a ball, and Ajith went back for the pram. Again Ajith came back 
with the pram.] 

R: [Do] you got your pram back? 

Ajith: It is my turn now (emphasis in Ajith’s voice). 
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Though Ajith might not have liked it when Henry took the pram, he applied some strategies.  He 

moved from the specific place but he kept observing Henry and the pram. When Ajith found the 

pram abandoned by Henry, he then took the pram. He was also confident that it was his turn. The 

preschool had the same cultural demand for children with disabilities and children without 

disabilities. As we observed, Toby (see Chapter 6) and Ajith both had to wait for their turn when 

resources were limited. While cultural demand was the same for both children, their responses 

were different from each other. While Toby was getting oriented to this social rule in the preschool, 

Ajith was already oriented to this demand, and he was practising this social rule in different actions. 

It seems Ajith has an awareness of the social demand for sharing and turn-taking. Vygotsky 

(1994b) argued that the child’s understanding and awareness matters for his or her relationship 

with environment or social situation of development (see Chapter 3 on SSD). 

Ajith was cooperating with adults, following the cultural rules and following educators’ 

instructions. In another observation, it was found that Ajith was following the teacher’s 

instructions and waiting for his turn when six children had to use two digital tabs for playing 

digital games. This study also found that Ajith was guiding his peers to follow social demands. 

He showed his such behaviour in several social situations, as will be shown further below.  

Child’s active participation and inclusion 

This study found that not only the institutional practices but also the focus child’s activities within 

the preschool culture created opportunities for others in the practice. For example, Ajith was not 

only following the institutional demands of the preschool but also leading peers to follow the social 

expectations. In Vignette 2, Ajith was sharing his toy with peers and guiding his peers towards 

socially expected behaviour when they were trying to get a toy wrench at the same time. 
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Vignette 2: Leading peers to cooperate  

It was an indoor free play. Matte and Nehal both wanted to take a toy construction 
truck, and tension was going on between them. Ajith was playing with a toy car. Later, 
Matte and Nehal brought the construction truck around Ajith. Matte started to play 
with Ajith. He took the toy car from Ajith, and with a toy wrench, he was playing with 
the car wheels. Ajith was saying to Matte, “I need a new wheel... a new wheel”. 
Meanwhile, Nehal took the wrench from Matte and started to play with the truck 
wheels. This time Matte got tough on Nehal as Matte was hitting on Nehal’s hand, and 
two boys were forcing each other to get the wrench. Ajith said, “What is doing 
[sic]…Just wait.” He also extended his hand and showed a stop sign. 

Analysing the above scenario and others like it in the data set, it can be said that Ajith was not only 

practising social demands upon him but also guiding peers to take a turn and play in cooperation. 

When a situation emerged between Matte and Nehal, Ajith showed his concern and suggested that 

his peers wait instead of forcing each other. Therefore, Ajith was leading peers to follow the social 

demand of the preschool.  It is found that Ajith was also able to share toys with peers. As in 

Vignette 2, he allowed Matte to play with his toy car. He was also contributing to play with a peer. 

He not only allowed Matte to take his car but also involved himself with Matte to carry the play 

together. He took the cue from Matte’s actions to develop the play script. When Matte was 

pretending to work on car wheels using the wrench, Ajith involved himself by saying, “I need a 

new wheel…a new wheel.”  

Ajith’s interactions with peers indicated his negotiation skill and friendly attitudes 

towards peers. Vignette 3 describes a free-play scenario where three children (Ajith, Alex, and 

Henry) were engaged with three kinds of toys (trains set, car set, and puzzle set). Additionally, 

they kept changing their positions and interests in their actions and interactions.  

Vignette 3: Ajith’s negotiation with peers 

It was an indoor free play activity setting. Alex was playing with a toy train set on a 
printed train station mat. He set up a wooden bridge and pushed two toy trains on the 
bridge. Henry and Ajith were playing with a truck and cars set beside Alex (outside 
the mat). Suddenly, Henry took two trains (with which Alex was playing) and started 
to play with the toy trains. Alex moved back a little and sat on his knees. Ajith came 
on the printed mat to take toys from a basket. He took a toy plane and handed it to 
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Henry. When Henry took the toy plane and started to play with that, Ajith picked up 
two train toys from the floor. Alex stood up, and Ajith handed one of the train toys 
to Alex and asked him, “[Do you want] this?” Alex took the black train toy and sat 
again to play. Ajith kept the green train and went towards a nearby puzzle set. Henry 
returned on the printed mat and grabbed the train (with which Alex was playing), and 
started to play by moving it forward and backward. Alex was moved back slowly on 
his knees. Even he was bending his body backward when Henry was closer. At one 
point, Alex stood up and again sat down. However, within a second, Alex left the area 
and moved towards Ajith. Alex picked up the green train toy, which was in front of 
Ajith. Ajith noticed that and let Alex take the train. Henry also moved towards them. 
As soon as Alex saw that Henry was approaching, he had dropped the toy train and 
moved from the place. Alex returned to the printed play mat. Henry started to play 
with the puzzle set, which Ajith was playing. Ajith allowed Henry to play with the 
puzzle set. Ajith also tried to guide Henry to match the puzzle. Then Ajith returned to 
the truck and car toys set and started to play.  

Ajith (to the researcher): This breaking car, breaking [sic]. 

R: Hmm 

Ajith: Broken 

R: Its broken?! [sic] 

Ajith: Yeah, it got a light to fix it [sic].  

R: [Do] you like to fix it? 

Ajith: She [sic] did it. She [sic] did it. (He meant Henry did his puzzle matching) 

R: Who did it? Who did it? 

Henry: Me 

R: You [to Henry] did it? Well done! 

In Vignette 3, Ajith took actions in two kinds of the social dimension. One is when he took toys 

that Alex (peer) was playing with before – taking. Another is when Henry (peer) started to play 

with the puzzle set with which Ajith was playing – giving. Not only Ajith but also his peers 

experienced the fact of toy sharing and played in the above social situation. Notably, three of them 

experienced and acted in the situation differently. 

Based on cultural-historical analysis, Ajith and his peers functioned in the social situation 

to satisfy their motive to play. However, they experienced the situated social demand (sharing 
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the settings and resources) differently from each other. Henry took dominant action to satisfy his 

motive. For example, Henry just entered into the toy train set-up and started to play with the toy 

trains with which Alex was already playing. Similarly to Henry, Ajith also wanted to take the toy 

trains. Yet, Ajith respected Alex’s motive as well as his own motive to play with the toy train. 

Therefore, Ajith negotiated by encouraging Alex to choose one from two toy trains. Alex coped 

with the social demand by partially withdrawing him and letting peers play at the toy train set-

up. Ajith not only accepted peers playing with his toys but also tried to advance the play. For 

example, when Henry started to play with the puzzle, Ajith allowed Henry to play. 

 Ajith also modified his role to promote the puzzle-play together with Henry as he was 

suggesting to Henry how to match the puzzles while before he had been matching puzzles by 

himself. Even later, Ajith chose to play something else but kept his eye on Henry. Ajith noticed 

when Henry matched the puzzle pieces and expressed his excitement for Henry, as he informed 

the researcher, “She [he] did it!” Thus Ajith’s friendly attitude and negotiation skill boosted 

inclusive practice in the particular social situation as well as in the broader inclusive practice in 

the preschool. Ajith’s actions can be addressed as “ideal” (socially welcomed or expected) form 

(see Chapter 3 on ideal form of development) for his peers and thus open possibilities in the 

practice for other children to interact with ideal form in a social situation. 

These findings are consistent with the theoretical argument of Vygotsky that each child 

experiences and acts differently in the same social situation as they have a historically different 

relationship with the situation. In other words, children have a different social situation of 

development (SSD) in relation to the same social situation (see Chapter 3 on SSD). According to 

Chaiklin (2003) the concept of “the social situation of development provides a way to 

characterize the interaction between historically constructed forms of practice and the child’s 

interests and actions” (p. 48). This theoretical backdrop provides a solid frame to understand 
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diversity among children.  It encourages adults to understand the children’s behaviour and to 

address their need in relation to their Social Situation of Development (SSD) rather than in 

relation to the traditional normative standards of the practices and traditions of preschool. 

Vignette 4 is another example to demonstrate children’s diversity in the same social situation.  

Diversity among peers in the same social situation 

During the video observation, the researcher set up a video camera on a tripod to capture the whole 

preschool room activities (see Chapter 4 on methodology and method). The preschool children 

were curious about it, and sometimes they tried to explore how it worked. The following vignette 

describes how focus children Ajith, Maliha and Toby acted to satisfy their curiosity about the 

camera. Part A of Vignette 4 describes how Ajith and Maliha developed their interest in the 

camera. Ajith and Maliha tried to be strategic in their actions, as they knew they might get a 

reminder to move. For example, Maliha had scanned whether an adult was noticing her before she 

touched the camera. Part B of Vignette 4 presents that Toby satisfied his motive very differently 

and felt emotional distress.  

Vignette 4: Around the camera 

Part A 

The researcher set a camera on a tripod, and she was sitting on a bench near the camera. 
One moment, Maliha stood up behind the camera (on the tripod). First, Maliha bent 
her knees a little to see the camera display. After a while, she was looking around. 
Then she closed the display and opened it again. Noticing that, the research 
assistant called the researcher. Maliha moved and came to the researcher. Maliha 
and Ajith continued talking with the researcher. Then, Ajith went to Matte, and the 
researcher was talking with Maliha. Within a few seconds, Ajith stood behind the 
camera (on the tripod). When the researcher looked at him, Ajith gave a [shy] 
smile. 

R: [Do] you want to look? 

[Ajith came to the researcher and touched her to get attention.] 

R: You go there [behind the camera]. Have a look. 
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[Ajith went back behind the camera again and looking curiously without touching the 
camera.] 

R: Good boy.  

Next, Toby came to the table beside the tripod camera and went back. Ajith was 
pointing to the camera display. The researcher waved her hand to Ajith. Ajith said, 
“Matte” as he saw Matte in the camera display. After a while, the researcher requested 
him to leave the camera. Ajith bent forward to see the front of the camera and again 
went behind the camera. Then, Ajith came and sat beside the researcher. Meanwhile, 
Toby went behind the camera. Toby was moving the camera side to side, holding the 
controlling handle of the tripod.  

In part A of Vignette 4, Ajith’s and Maliha’s actions indicate that they were aware of the social 

demand that the children are not allowed to touch the camera. However, Toby was recently 

enrolled, and his actions indicate that he was not aware of the social demand in this setting. The 

following part describes Toby’s actions and interactions further. 

Vignette 4, Part B 

The research assistant called the researcher to indicate that Toby was handling the 
camera. The researcher checked the camera and found Toby already paused the 
camera. The researcher mentioned, “You paused it here!” Toby tried to say something 
[he had a dummy in his mouth, the sound was not clear]. The researcher positioned the 
camera and talking with Toby.  

After a while, Toby again held the tripod control handle. The researcher indicated to 
Toby not to touch the camera. She showed him a smaller camera which was in her 
hand. Toby extended his hand to take the smaller camera from the researcher. The 
researcher moved her hand and indicated to Toby to sit beside her. Toby started to 
scream. He grabbed the camera and tried to take the camera from the researcher. The 
researcher again told Toby to sit beside her, and she will show how the camera works. 
Instead, Toby was trying to take control of the camera. Jane (the centre director) 
noticed and asked not to give him the camera. Toby started to cry loudly and tried 
to pull the camera from the researcher. She again requested Toby to sit and have a 
look. Toby kept crying loudly. The researcher tried to calm Toby. The centre phone 
rang in the room. The researcher let Toby take the camera, and he stopped crying. 

Toby carried the camera with him. Toby was also playing with the researcher while he 
was holding the camera in one hand. 

A cultural-historical analysis provides the basis to understand children’s different behaviour in the 

same social situation and suggested examining each child’s social position, awareness about the 

environment, and emotional attachment towards the social situation. In Vignette 4, the focus 
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children Maliha and Ajith’s responses indicated that they were aware of the social rules and 

consequences of handling the camera. At the same time, their motive was towards exploring the 

camera. Maliha and Ajith choose some strategies to cope with the social demand, which was 

opposite to their motive. Maliha scanned the situation before closing the camera display. As well, 

Maliha understood the social signal as she moved from the camera while the research assistant 

called the researcher. Similarly, Ajith gave a shy look/expression while he had eye contact with 

the researcher. Moreover, Ajith was exploring the camera without touching it, which indicates his 

awareness about social demands and his competence to satisfy his motive in relation to the social 

demand.  

In contrast to Maliha and Ajith, Toby experienced the social situation very differently. 

Toby enrolled in the centre recently, and he did not experience the researcher and her fieldwork 

in the same way as Maliha and Ajith. Toby did not have any awareness about the social demand, 

and handled the camera as he wished, without any hesitation. Moreover, as he was not familiar 

with the researcher, he could not rely on the researcher while she offered to show him the smaller 

camera. Therefore, he showed his distress until he got full control over the camera. In addition to 

that, Toby might have screamed to express his distress, as his speech was not developed yet 

(Knost, Matson, & Turygin, 2013). However, Mayes, Lockridge, and Tierney (2017) found that 

lack of speech development is not accountable for emotional distress. A cultural-historical 

analysis understands a child’s actions in relation to the child’s social situation of development 

instead of their response as a problem behaviour or tantrum (Konst, Matson, & Turygin, 2013; 

Mayes et al., 2017). Hence, this analysis understands Toby’s actions in relation to his social 

position (recently enrolled), his level of awareness about social demands and the incongruence 

between his psychological structure and socially available communication opportunity.  
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These findings are consistent with the cultural-historical theory suggesting that the same 

social situation of development can have a different relationship with each of the children and 

thereby different social situation of development for each child.  Here the children’s degree of 

awareness about the situation was different, which brings different meanings of the situation to 

them. Vygotsky (1994b, p. 342) stated “To put it more succinctly and simply, I could say that the 

influence of environment on child development will, along with other types of influences, also 

have to he [be] assessed by taking the degree of understanding, awareness and insight of what is 

going on in the environment into account (Italics in original).” 

Diversity within the child in same social situation 

This study not only found diversity among peers’ behaviours but also identified diversity within 

the same child’s behaviour. This study found the focus child, Ajith, had the competence to 

communicate, negotiate, and follow social demands. Even when other children enter into his 

individual play setting, he welcomed them, and he adapted his role instead of getting upset or 

getting involved in any conflict. However, one day Ajith was emotionally distressed, and Vignette 

5 presents how he behaved in that situation. Ajith’s actions were very different from his regular 

behaviour. He was sobbing, not following the educator’s instruction and hiding under the table. It 

took almost 25 minutes for Ajith to deal with the emotional distress. During the period he cried on 

and off and did not make contact with peers. 

Vignette 5: Ajith in emotional distress 

It was lunchtime. The children were having their lunch and educators were around the 
lunch tables. Henry was sitting alone at one round table with his bowl of food. The 
researcher stood beside Henry to observe the session. Ajith was sitting on a sofa and 
gasping for air as he cried (Note: lunch started at 11 am, and Ajith arrived at the centre 
ten minutes before the lunch). Lisa and Amanda were serving food to children. Lisa 
came to Ajith. 

01:13-01:45 

Lisa: “Ajith, do you wanna come in? Come on.”  
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[Lisa held his hand and moved a chair to let him sit. Ajith was sobbing. Lisa was 
rubbing his back gently.] 

Ajith: Ihh….ihhh.eee..eee…ii (putting a finger in his mouth) 

Lisa: Do you need water? In your bag [sic]? Let’s go. 

[Lisa held his hand and took him to bring the water bottle.] 

Ajith: Uh …uuh ..uh…[Ajith and Lisa left the room] 

Henry: He (Ajith) is crying like a baby. 

 

02:12-05:38  

Ajith entered into the room. He was crying, and Lisa held his hand. She asked him, 
“Where do you want to sit? Do you want to sit over here?”…Lisa went to bring a chair 
for Ajith. Lisa held him and pulled him up and trying to make him sit. Ajith did not 
want to sit as he pushed his body and slid through. Lisa understood and let him go. 
Ajith was bursting into tears. He walked to another side of the room and held a pole (a 
vertical wooden infrastructure in the preschool room) and was crying loudly. Then 
Ajith went under a table which was not visible from the lunch corner. However, the 
table was opposite to Henry’s table, and Henry and the researcher could see Ajith.  

Ajith was sobbing, and Henry was laughing. 

 

05:38- 10:46 

The researcher and Henry both tried to calm Ajith. Once Toby also visited Ajith. 

R: What happened Henry? Why are you laughing, dear? 

[Henry was pointing to Ajith.] 

R: Who is [a] baby? Ajith? What [is] he doing? 

[Henry ran to Ajith to comfort him.] 

Henry: What happend? 

R: Ajith what happens? Dear? Don’t you want to have lunch? What happens, dear? 
Come on, come on. What happens to you?  

[Ajith came out, his eyes were wet, and he had a runny nose.] 

R: Good boy. What happens? Do you need [a] tissue? What happens, dear? Everything 
good at home? 

Ajith: [replied yes by nodding his head.] 
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R: Why [are] you crying? Why? Why you crying dear? Don’t c-r-y.  

[Henry came to Ajith and addressed Ajith very gently and held his hand gently and 
asking questions.] 

R: Don’t cry, okay? (Gently put her hand on Ajith’s shoulder). Go, go and have…have 
your lunch. Have your lunch. 

Afterwards the researcher went back to her recording corner, Ajith stopped crying and 
went back under the table. He started to play under the table with some toys. At one 
point Toby came, and he was looking at Ajith. He also bent his knees to see Ajith 
properly under the table. Then he sat down and was staring at Ajith. Ajith was looking 
at Toby occasionally and rubbing his eyes. Then, Toby stood up and left the place. 
Ajith continued to play under the table.  

 

16:11- 20:10 

Suddenly Ajith started to cry loudly. The researcher noticed, Amanda came to clean 
up and after seeing Amanda Ajith burst into tears. Amanda asked Ajith to stand up. 
Ajith came out to Amanda and she cuddled him. 

 Amanda: Listen…listen, listen…listen honey...good...calm down. Sshhhh, shhhhh… 

Good boy, good boy. 

[Amanda brought tissue and cleaned his face. During that time, Ajith again started 
sobbing.] 

Amanda: Ajith, Ajith… breath, breath. 

[Ajith stopped his crying.]  

 

20:11-35:00 

Ajith was standing around a table putting his palms on the table. Amanda was doing 
the cleaning. Ajith put one finger in his mouth. Then he was looking around, but still, 
his throat was throbbing /shivering. After a while, Ajith moved to another corner of 
the room and was taking out wooden blocks from a basket. Then, Ajith left the corner 
and went to play with Matte. 

From Vignette 5, it was not clear why the focus child, Ajith, was crying. Staff informed that he 

was upset about not getting a chicken nugget. He did not have his lunch at all. It may seem that he 

was crying for chicken nugget too severely. However, it might not only be the absence of chicken 

nugget which caused the emotional crisis. Maybe the crisis started at home or on the way to the 
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preschool. Maybe Ajith was asking for chicken nuggets on the day or the one before. Maybe his 

mum promised him or assured him about chicken nuggets at lunch. I don’t know about what 

happened, but it is essential to know what had happened before the actual reaction occurred. It is 

a limitation of this study that parent interviews and home visits were not possible to explore more 

about the child’s home and living situations.  

Knowing the child holistically would help to understand the child’s perezhivanie at a 

particular moment, as Vygotsky (1994b) stated that environments and related emotions represent 

in child’s perezhivanie. Ajith’s perezhivanie in this specific situation was very different, at least 

in terms of his emotional relationship with this situation. In Vignette 5, the emotional 

relationship was more dominant than his awareness of the social practice or social demands of 

lunchtime. As “the effects of the environment, according to Vygotsky’s thinking, themselves 

change depending on what emerging psychological properties refract them” (Bozhovich, 2009, p. 

65). 

It is not clear precisely what triggered Ajith’s emotional distress, though the 

consequences of his emotional outburst were evident in Vignette 5. Ajith was looking for 

emotional support in his emotional upheaval.  While Lisa tried to calm him down, her focus was 

on following the situational demands of the institutional practice. For example, she was going to 

bring a water bottle, and was organising his sitting at a lunch table as it was the lunchtime 

practice in the preschool. The social demands upon the child were the same as regular practices 

at lunch time in the preschool. However, this time Ajith acted very differently in the situation. 

Ajith tried to escape the situational demands and hid under the table. When the researcher and 

his peer, Henry, showed empathy towards him, he calmed down. However, the researcher and 

Henry moved back to their places after a while. They also followed the institutional demands. 

Ajith seemed to play calmly under the table, but inside he was still upset. Therefore, when 
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Amanda arrived, Ajith started sobbing extremely. The cuddle from Amanda helped Ajith with 

emotional release.  

Therefore, it can be said that children assess their environment, and they respond to the 

situation accordingly. For example, Ajith responded differently to Amanda’s presence than to 

Lisa and the researcher. Ajith might expect that Amanda will value his emotional state, and this 

expectation had developed through the day to day interactions in the preschool practices. 

Amanda’s response to Ajith was qualitatively different from the other two adults, Lisa and the 

researcher. It is also evident throughout the data that Amanda was very responsive to the 

children’s feelings and emotions. For example, in the case of Maliha (see Chapter 5), Amanda 

expressed her joy when she understood what Maliha wanted to say about her visit to the Lion 

King Theatre show. In the case of Toby (see Chapter 6), Amanda reminded Toby about the 

social demand of turn-taking and validated Toby’s emotional distress at the same time. 

This study found that emotional validation (see Chapter 6) is significant for children with 

disabilities and children without disabilities. Emotional validation can be defined as assurance 

through others’ behaviour that the person is aware of the feeling of the child and the person cares 

about the child’s feelings; especially in emotional upheavals. Emotional validation should not be 

read as recognition of the child’s feelings. It is more than the mere recognition of the child’s 

feelings, where the child felt that others really valued his/her emotional state. Moreover, it is not 

a single moment of recognising the child’s feelings but a process where moment to moment 

interactions create a sense of sharing emotional states and the child felt valued. For example, in 

Vignette 5, Lisa and the researcher recognised Ajith’s distress, and they also took measures, but 

he might have needed more support. However, Amanda’s actions can be seen as an example of 

emotional validation, and the process was historically grounded in the day to day interactions 

between the child and Amanda and interactions in this particular social situation. 



Page 211 of 301 
 

Conclusion 

This study found how the same social situations (preschool practices) created the different social 

situation of developments for four focus children who participated in this study. This section will 

summarise the findings from data presentation. Moreover, the findings will be analysed further to 

theorise the participation of children with disabilities and inclusive practice.  

Through the data presentation, first, it is found that Butterfly Preschool fostered an 

inclusive culture, where children without disabilities and children with disabilities participated 

together. All children participated in the preschool under the same opportunities to access 

physical and social resources and under the same social demands. Moreover, children’s actions 

in the preschool practice were creating possibilities for general peer development (children with 

disabilities and without disabilities).  

For instance, Ajith was not only embracing the social demands that preschool practices 

placed upon children but he was also leading peers in play to follow the expected behaviour in 

conflict resolution. In addition to that he was exhibiting negotiation skills with respect and 

friendly attitude, which promoted a welcoming environment for his peers in the specific social 

situations. At the same time, his actions could be considered as “ideal form” for many of his 

peers who were still showing “real form” (see Chapter 3 on ideal and real form) of behaviour 

with regard to sharing toys and playing together. Guralnick (2006) pointed out that interactive 

play with peers is a more complex skill than solitary play for young children and suggested more 

participation of children with disabilities together with children without disabilities in regular 

schools and community activities. 

Second, every child experiences a social environment differently, as each child possesses 

a unique unity of social and personal entities. For example, based on the awareness about the 
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social demands and child’s social position, focus children Ajith, Maliha and Toby’s actions were 

different around handling of the researcher’s camera. As well, this study found how the focus 

child, Ajith, experienced the same social demands differently when he was emotionally 

distressed. Therefore, it can be said that the cultural-historical concept of social situation of 

development is a significant theoretical tool to explain the diversity among children and within a 

child. 

Third, it is found that a child’s emotional attachment to the situation or child’s attitude 

towards the situation is very important to consider in relation to the child’s behaviour and 

participation. This study found that every child goes through tensions or contradictions in their 

everyday participation in preschool practice. Based on the child’s competences (biological or 

physical and psychological), awareness, social position and emotional attachment, the child 

reacts to the tensions and challenges. While a child experiences emotional distress, emotional 

validation by educators can significantly support the child to overcome the distress. Therefore, it 

is crucial to understand a child’s unique emotional relationship with the environment to support 

their participation and development further; it is not only appropriate for children without 

disabilities but also appropriate for children with disabilities. All children need emotional 

support and children’s emotional wellbeing and emotional competency development are 

significantly considered in the Australian Early Years Learning Framework’s (EYLF) 

(Department of Education Employment and Workplace Relations [DEEWR], 2009). 

Finally, based on the findings, I would like to argue that educators should not only 

understand the biological difference of a child with disability but also the child’s individual and 

unique relationship with the social environment. In the case of children with disabilities there is a 

tradition which attributes their behavioural issues to their disability (see Fauth, Platt, & Parsons, 

2017). Does the disability always cause behavioural issues?  Is the disability always a cause for 
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under-development for a child with disability? I would like to forward the point that a child with 

disability is also just a child. Vygotsky (1993) argued that development of children with 

disabilities also abides by the same developmental laws as children without disabilities. 

Therefore, to understand the Social Situation of Development (SSD) of a child with disability, 

educators should consider not only the child’s disability but also numerous other relevant factors 

–  the child’s social position, child’s awareness about the social situation, and child’s emotional 

attachment with the situation. 

For example, the focus children’s actions around the camera are noteworthy. It is found 

that Maliha and Ajith’s awareness about the social demand lead their actions in similar 

directions. They were aware that they were not allowed to touch the camera but they were 

curious about the camera. Both Ajith and Maliha tried to mitigate their curiosity while they were 

also careful about adults’ reactions or responses to their actions. Maliha’s disability did not 

create any obstacle for her interactions in this social situation. In Chapter 5, there are many 

examples where Maliha’s disability did not act as a barrier to participation. For Toby, his social 

position and lack of awareness about the social demand played a significant role in his emotional 

distress. The absence of his verbal speech also influenced Toby’s relationship with the situation 

(see Chapter 9 on alternative communication). Therefore, it is argued that apart from disability, 

educators also need to analyse other factors to find out more about the relationship of a child 

with disability with the environment.  Disability should not always be attributed as a problem of 

development for children with disabilities. 

While the child’s biological difference or impairment creates secondary disability (see 

Chapters 3 & 7 on secondary disability), educators should create alternative ways for the child so 

that they can overcome the secondary disability. Chapter 5 presented evidence on how focus 

child Maliha and educators’ actions created alternative ways to overcome communication 
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difficulties. Similarly, it is important to consider other relevant factors that influence a child’s 

relationship with the social situation, as educators should also do for children without 

disabilities. As Chapter 6 argued, while focus child Toby’s motive to participate in group activity 

settings was valued and supportive conditions were created to inform social demand for Toby, 

his emotional distress was reduced significantly. It is essential to understand the child with 

disability holistically rather than focusing and shedding light only on the child’s impairment. I 

argued in Chapter 7 that it is important to know the child’s pedagogical password, which is 

unique for each child. The concept of the pedagogical password was discussed as a metaphor, as 

to enter into a digital account and use it further, we need a unique password. Similarly, we need 

to have holistic knowledge about the child’s unique personality, strengths, weaknesses, social 

and emotional states to plan appropriate conditions for their future development. 

Therefore, the concept of “Social Situation of Development” (SSD) provides the basis for 

understanding more about why different focus children interpret and experience the same social 

environment differently, and why the same environment affords different developmental 

possibilities for each child. The next chapter will analyse the inclusive practice of the Butterfly 

preschool and discuss the enablers and barriers in the inclusive practice. 
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Chapter 9: Inclusive practice in the preschool 

Introduction  

Until now, this study has explicitly answered Research Question 1 and Research Question 2, which 

focused on the institutional practice and focus children’s relationship with the practices with regard 

to their participation opportunities. However, the preschool culture is overarched by the broader 

social culture (Hedegaard, 2008a, 2012). In Chapter 4, Figure 4.9 (adapted from Hedegaard, 2012) 

explains the importance of the social, institutional and individual perspectives for understanding 

child participation in institutions. This chapter presents answers to the third Research Question: 

What are the potential enablers and barriers for the inclusion of children with disabilities in 

Australian mainstream preschools?  

Data presentation 

This chapter presents data on the enabling factors, which is followed by the challenges identified 

in relation to the inclusive practice in the Butterfly Preschool. Hedegaard’s (2012) model of 

children’s participation in different institutions and Vygotsky’s concept of “ideal and real form of 

development” have been considered as theoretical tools in the data analysis. 

Potential strengths for inclusive practices 

This study found that Butterfly Preschool practices were welcoming for children with disabilities 

even though there were some challenges. This section answers the first part of the Research 

Question 3, and the possible enabling factors are as follows: 
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● Inclusive culture 

● Educators’ experiences 

● Children’s active participation 

● Multi-age group practice 

● Situation based support 

Inclusive culture 

This study found that the Butterfly Preschool created a welcoming culture for all children. It 

ensured that all children have access to the preschool and children with disabilities are not 

excluded. The educators are actively accepting children with disabilities into the preschool. 

Commonly, educators shared the view and aim of understanding the child with disability and 

gradually helping the child to settle into the preschool. For example, Amanda shared her opinion 

about children’s uniqueness in learning and alternative communication: 

Every child is different, special needs or not. Every child has a different pace, style to 
learn, interest in different things. Pretty much as long as you give building blocks for 
them …I think they will be fine. And little things are that some are not talking very 
much. There is body language. A child can be sitting there and telling you a lot of 
things without saying a word. You know just by their eyes and their body language, a 
lot of things. 

(Amanda, teacher assistant)  

One of the educators, Ezra, shared that she follows Monica and Lisa and tries to assist them. Her 

statement also indicates that understanding the child is significant: 

You have to be patient firstly. And our kinder teachers deal with special needs kids 
actually. We are just assisting Monica and Lisa. We follow their instruction…We are 
using a different method for them. But firstly, we have to try to calm down kids and 
watch their body language, what they want to say to us. If he is hungry or not happy 
with the noise around. Sometimes we send the kids to another room to give them a 
more quiet [sic] place.  

(Ezra, an educator) 

The centre director also mentioned that parents generally have a positive attitude towards inclusive 

practices and peers are aware of the special needs of children with disabilities.  
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The children are also helpful. When they know this child is a special needs one, they 
always go and help with that child too. Never hit him, you know we have one child 
(with special needs) for three years…everyone goes and helps him. They [did] not hit 
him. They understand, the big children. That is the good thing, you know. And the 
parents too. If sometimes we have new children, sometimes they are aggressive, they 
start hitting. When parents know this happened, they say okay that’s fine—very good 
parents.  

           (Jane, the centre director) 

Ezra shared how children without disabilities connected to children with disabilities and took 

responsibility for them. 

Actually, kids connect with other children easier than us. Adults have more difference, 
you know, it's hard to explain. Kids easily connected to the special need kids, some 
kids…umm, how we explain, umm naughty [sic] kids connected to nonverbal, not 
talking, very quiet kids. Sometimes they climb somewhere else; other kids call us to 
help them, you know, if they are feeling danger, [they report] something happens.  

(Ezra, an educator) 

Therefore, the preschool staff, children and parents were supporting the inclusive practice in 

Butterfly Preschool. The Australian government has ensured access to mainstream education for 

children with disabilities. However, the welcoming attitude and environment are more about social 

construct than policies. One of the significant dimensions of inclusive education is creating an 

inclusive culture where everyone feels welcomed and accepted (Booth & Ainscow, 2002; Booth 

& Ainscow, 2011; Sharma & Pace, 2019). Therefore, numerous studies measured or explored 

teachers’ attitudes and other stakeholders’ attitudes towards inclusive education (see Chapter 2).  

Educator’s experiences 

Teachers’ and staff members’ professional experience, personal experience and their positive 

attitude towards inclusive practice can be considered as one of the key enabling factors for 

inclusive practice in the Butterfly Preschool. The preschool teacher, Monica, had 20 years of 

experience in early childhood education. The centre director, Jane, had 15 years of experience in 

early childhood education. Moreover, Monica, Jane and Lisa had experiences with children with 

disabilities in their personal and professional life.  
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Before, we not having [sic] any child [with disability] like that, when we bought it 
[centre]. Where I worked before, there was, you know, my friend has child with special 
needs. She bring [sic] her child here. We are getting more and more children [with 
disabilities]. They [parents] find out.  

(Jane, the centre director) 

Because I have a family member with special needs. My nephew. I have grown up 
with him. So it is very easy for me to understand the children…So dealing with special 
children is not a problem for me. Just finding out what the special need is and go from 
there.  

(Lisa, teacher assistant) 

Moreover, they had previous experiences with children with disabilities which may boost their 

positive attitude towards the inclusion of such children. Studies found teachers with previous 

experience with children with disabilities have a more positive attitude towards inclusion (Forlin, 

Loreman, Sharma, & Earle, 2009; Hsieh & Hsieh, 2012; Kwon et al., 2017). However, Hoskin et 

al. (2015) claimed, in their study with Australian preschool preservice teachers, that prior contact 

with individuals with disabilities does not have any influence on teachers’ attitude towards 

inclusion. It is essential to understand that inclusive education practice is too complex to predict 

using any single variable. Instead, a combination of factors can better explain the success of 

inclusion. Sharma and Pace (2019) elaborated that the combination of three aspects (3H) are 

important for teachers’ preparedness for inclusive practices – Heart (acceptance and commitment), 

Head (knowledge and skills) and Hand (practice).  

Children’s active participation 

The Butterfly Preschool ensured children’s active participation through creating a child-centred 

play-based practice, which may act as the enabling factor of successful inclusion. Though the 

Australian early childhood education curriculum is play-based and learner-centric, the discrepancy 

between policy and practices is evident in the literature (Macartney & Morton, 2013). Australian 

National Quality Standards emphasise child agency, as it stated, “Each child’s agency is promoted, 

enabling them to make choices and decisions and influence events and their world.” (Australian 



Page 220 of 301 
 

Children's Education & Care Quality Authority, 2017, p. 34). This guideline advised educators to 

create conditions so that children can direct their play and collaborate with others. Morrison and 

Burgman (2009) emphasised that children’s unique play interests need to be valued in the 

institution. They said, “Adults must not assume that all children wish to participate in the same 

play activities as their friends” (p.150). In Butterfly Preschool, children had the opportunity to 

choose an activity as well as what to play. 

On the one hand, the children’s agency was allowing children to enjoy the natural joy of 

play in formal institutional settings. On the other hand, children’s free play might allow 

educators to engage with children who need more adult support or engagement in a situation. Hu 

et al. (2011) stated that free play and child-initiated activities facilitate inclusive practice rather 

than teacher-directed activities. 

Multi-age group practice 

The preschool also created multi-age group practice where children of different ages were getting 

a chance to play with each other. Though it had a separate toddler room and preschool room, they 

mingled together at meal and snacks time as well as for outdoor play in the preschool backyard. 

Even in the preschool room, they had three to five year-old children, whereas many preschool 

settings classify children and group together children of the same age. Bodrova and Leong (2015) 

argued that because of such formal classification in preschool, children are not getting the chance 

to observe older children’s play and learn from that. Based on the cultural historical analysis, it 

can be said that multi-age group setting gives children the chance to interact with “ideal” form of 

play and activities.  

According to Vygotsky (1994b), interactions between child’s “real” form with “ideal” 

form is important for development. However, Cloney, Cleveland, Hattie, and Tayler (2016) 

supposed that a more homogenous age cohort might be considered as a valuable factor to 



Page 221 of 301 
 

influence the high quality of preschool programs. Rouse (2015) found that multi-age group social 

interaction in an outdoor play setting created many developmental opportunities for children. 

More research should be done to reveal whether a multi-age group is beneficial for inclusive 

practice. 

Situation-based support 

The findings indicated that the Butterfly Preschool tried to combine heart, head and hand (Sharma 

& Pace, 2019). They provided situation-based support for children’s inclusion. Chapter 5 and 

Chapter 6 presented many examples of their support, which was driven by the situational demand 

rather than borrowed strategies or methods from the literature. However, the strategies were 

partially similar to naturalistic intervention (Coogle, Rahn, Ottley, & Zehner, 2018; Harjusola-

Webb & Robbins, 2012; Wong et al., 2014). In naturalistic intervention, teacher or adult follow 

the child’s action or initiatives and support the child in the natural settings of the institute rather 

than directing the child. In the Butterfly Preschool, teacher and staff mostly provided support 

following the child’s lead instead of standalone interventions (see Chapter 5 and Chapter 6). Such 

practices of the preschool can also be described as professionals’ “craft knowledge” which is 

generated from everyday professional practice and reflection (Black-Hawkins & Florian, 2012; 

Cooper & McIntyre, 1996; Rigano & Ritchie, 1999).  

The main strength of the preschool practice was that they were committed to all learners. 

Mainstream educators sometimes felt that paraprofessionals are mainly responsible for the 

learning of children with disabilities (Hu et al., 2011). The Butterfly Preschool did not rely 

entirely on external support; rather they created their inclusive culture before getting the external 

support from paraprofessionals. For example, they employed additional staff before the grant 

approval, which was not a guaranteed outcome of a grant application. They have tried to support 

children with disabilities while there was no specialist support available for those children.  
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Challenges identified in the preschool practice 

 With regard to Research Question 3, this study found a few challenges in the preschool practices. 

The centre director, preschool teacher and other educators informed on some challenges they 

encountered. Analysing their interview data and observations, the following challenges are 

identified:  

● Alternative communication and early intervention practice 

● Professional development and support 

● Parent-teacher communication 

Alternative communication and early intervention practice 

This study found that Butterfly Preschool created many possibilities for the participation of 

children with disabilities in its preschool practices. However, if we analyse the social situations 

through the cultural-historical theoretical lenses, in some cases children with disabilities could not 

fully access communication and social interactions. As Vygotsky (1994b) discussed social 

environment as a source of development for higher mental function, it is crucial to create 

conditions so that every child can experience the social environment as much as possible. In the 

institutional culture of the preschool, children and adults participate through different activities. 

Social interactions happen through facial expression, eye contact, body language, artefacts, speech, 

signs etc. Cultural-historical theory explains how a child learns to use all forms through her/his 

participation in society (Vygotsky, 1994b, 1998).  

In this regard, the normative or standard form of social skills is available to the child as 

the “Ideal” form in the social environment. Before learning the ideal form, the child uses the 

“Real” form of social skills. In children’s social participation, the real form interacts with the 

ideal form. According to Vygotsky (1994b), without interaction between the ideal and real 

forms, the children’s development will be partial. This study found that, although both the 
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children with disabilities and children without disabilities have access to all preschool resources, 

at some points children with limited communication skills were experiencing barriers to 

participation. For example, Toby did not have speech, and he could not always express his 

thought. Here, Toby’s nonverbal communication is his real form but there is no ideal form of 

non-verbal communication in the preschool environment. However, children without disabilities 

have interaction with ideal form of communication (speech), which is the culturally organised 

system of communication. Therefore, for Toby, there was not an effective interaction between 

the ideal and real form of nonverbal expression, which may cause partial development for Toby. 

Thus the absence of the effective interaction between the ideal and real form of nonverbal 

communication created different social situation of development for Toby. 

In the case of Maliha, sometimes her speech was unclear, which acted as a barrier in the 

interaction between the ideal form and the real form of the speech, as sometimes, educators 

could not understand Mliha’s “real form” and it either delayed their response (ideal form) or 

resulted in an irrelevant response (see Chapter 5). However, artefacts in activities sometimes 

helped Maliha to express her thought and adults to understand Maliha’s speech. In an alternative 

way, the adults in the preschool created conditions to interact with Maliha. Moreover, in the 

interviews, the preschool staff informed that Maliha was getting on-and-off speech therapy as the 

intervention services depend on funding. During the fieldwork, Maliha did not receive speech 

therapy support. For Alex, he had speech in real form, but he was not using verbal language 

skills often. It is evident that his lack of communication skills was challenging his full 

participation in the preschool (see Chapter 7). 

 While the Butterfly Preschool created many possibilities in their practice, they could not 

fully ensure alternative communication support for all children who were in need. A 

communication system is essential for child development as the cultural line of development 
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occurs through social interactions. A child without disability naturally experiences and learns 

culturally developed communication systems in everyday practices and formally in preschool 

and schools. For children with disabilities, sometimes incongruences (Vygotsky, 1993) occur 

between their psychological structure and existing cultural communication system. For example, 

incongruences happened between Toby’s nonverbal expression and culturally available verbal 

speech. Therefore, Toby could not participate fully where situations did not offer him alternative 

communication systems to express his thoughts in circle time. Toby may face such 

incongruences and barriers for full participation later, in school.  

Our society and education system are designed based on age-appropriate learning 

outcome and development. In schools, children experience new social demands as well as 

learning opportunities in comparison with the play-based preschool curriculum. Thus, in an age-

appropriate system, previous windows of opportunity shut down and new windows open. 

According to Bøttcher and Dammeyer (2016, p. 30), many “social developmental windows” will 

be closed if the child cannot achieve them in an age-appropriate time frame. Thus, a child with 

disability sometimes lags behind and experiences secondary disabilities. Therefore, an alternative 

communication support should be introduced for children as early as possible. 

A cultural historical analysis of this challenge indicates that the barriers are situated in the 

broader cultural context beyond the preschool. According to Hedegaard (2008a, 2012) the 

preschool culture is overarched by broader social values and practices. In Australia, the Early 

Childhood Intervention (ECI) and Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) services work 

separately (ECA & ECIA, 2012). Therefore, the preschool may have little control over the 

intervention arrangement and preschools also need to work concerning funding possibilities 

which are mostly controlled by the broader society (e.g., government), as explained in the Figure 

4.9. 
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This study found that the government has a support system to ensure inclusion of children 

with disabilities based on interviews with preschool staff. The preschool staff shared that the 

Government allocate funds for children with disabilities, and they can hire additional staff for the 

centre. Moreover, parents can apply for professional support. For example, Maliha had received 

six speech therapy sessions a year before the study started. During the fieldwork, there was no 

such support (for Maliha) because of the transition to the new funding system, as Monica 

mentioned. Lisa mentioned that Maliha was entitled to five to six sessions of speech therapy at 

home. 

Her speech is not very clear. So we are working with her family on that. So obviously, 
her family is going to do her speech [organise speech therapy]. I think five to six 
sessions a year, that’s all they can sort at the moment. But they try to push for more to 
help her.  

(Lisa, the teacher assistant) 

During the study, a cognitive behaviour therapist, Tracey, shared how she works with preschoolers. 

She usually works with the preschool child and younger children. A psychologist sets the program 

for a child with Autism, and she works with the child using Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA) 

therapy. 

Usually, I start with preschool [children]. So I start [working] with home, you should 
start with quite young [children]. And most of them seem to be diagnosed around three 
years. Sometimes, a little bit earlier. So we start as early as possible. But I have got 
kinder as well, and occasionally I have gone to schools. They need to come out to a 
separate room to have their sessions. It depends on the school. Every school is 
different.  

(Tracey, cognitive behaviour therapist) 

Therefore, it can be said that the government provides support (Kemp, 2016; Sukkar, 2013) for 

children with disabilities. The Australian government support the early intervention of young 

children with disabilities up to six years of age, whereas USA government provides early 

childhood intervention support for children with disabilities only up to three years of age (Sukkar, 

2013). The financial support from the government should be seen as contextual strength for 
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Australian preschools, as lack of financial aid is evident in many contexts (Alborz, Slee, & Miles, 

2013; Majoko, 2016). However, how quickly the children and families can access the support and 

how much quality intervention service they access can raise questions.  

It is found that the funding provision is oriented towards diagnosis. While the preschool 

service can apply for additional funding citing the special needs of the children, this can only 

occur when the child has been formally diagnosed with disability. The educators informed the 

researcher that sometimes some children are under diagnosis procedure, and they need to wait 

for the diagnosis report and application for funding, and this also requires time to be processed. 

However, they need to provide support from the beginning of the child’s attendance. Therefore, 

sometimes, staff experience high workloads and the centre management took the initiative to 

appoint extra staff members before the funding approval. For example, Monica shared her 

disappointment with the funding procedures:  

I do also find that, with the support that you get, the inclusion support…If they are not 
diagnosed, you won’t [sic] get the assistance. So if you got a child [who] is diagnosed 
with a disability, you would have that assistance. If they are not diagnosed, you do not 
get that assistance; which makes it very difficult when you got diverse … Could you 
imagine? Like my group from 2 to 4.5 (years) and you got several children with 
disabilities. And if you do not have assistance, it is very tiring.  

(Monica, preschool teacher) 

As preschool children are very young, it is possible to have some children whose diagnosis is 

proceeding. Even in some cases, children are referred for diagnosis after they start preschool.  Jane, 

the preschool director, informed that the Department sent support staff, but this was creating a 

different level of challenges for the Butterfly preschool. 

Last year they (the Department) sent us one staff here. You know when they gave help, 
they sent us the staff here. But that was not worthy…That time was the worst time for 
us too. Because that staff only came for two and a half hours. With that child and 
another children too…If they did not come, they sent another staff for that things. So 
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always changing. So we told them (the Department) that we can hire our own staff 
permanently here. 

(Jane, the centre director) 

The uncertainty to access funding in a timely manner and its dependency on diagnosis outcome 

were criticised in the literature (Australian Government Productivity Commission, 2014; Sukkar, 

2013). It can be said that the funding provision is influenced by the medical model. Sometimes 

diagnosis process is complicated and time consuming (Ben-Sasson, Robins, & Yom-Tov, 2018), 

which delays early intervention support. It takes an average of 12 months in Australia from first 

raising concern to a diagnosis for children with autism (Bent, Barbaro, & Dissanayake, 2020). 

Hence further research and policy discussions are needed in Australia to reform the funding 

provision and to ensure more effective early intervention services for children with disabilities. 

A cultural historical analysis indicates that the broader social practices (e.g., government 

funding) influence institutional (e.g., preschool) culture. Moreover, this study found that an 

institution’s culture is not only influenced by broader social culture but also by the parallel 

institution’s culture. For instance, the independent practice of ECI affects the inclusive practice 

in ECEC. 

Professional development and support 

The preschool teacher and director viewed that training was vital. In Australia, the preschool 

teacher and educators should have professional qualifications as a job requirement. The 

qualification requirement varies for the role of the individuals. In this preschool, we found 

educators’ qualifications from Certificate III to Diploma and Tertiary degree in Early Childhood 

teaching. Apart from the educational qualifications, the preschool teacher, Monica, had attended a 

few training programs. Monica felt she learnt new strategies from training. For example, she shared 

that she learnt alternative strategies to calm a child who liked to wrap himself in a carpet. 
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Yap, yap [training] much more helpful. Get different views from people, different 
ideas to handle a certain situation. We got one [child] who likes to wrap himself up in 
the carpet. Carpet got sands, it got bug, it got everything else…as he constantly doing 
that, I found stocking in the cupboard…the other day we used box…so he can take a 
deep breath. 

(Monica, the preschool teacher) 

Jane informed that they get invitations from the Departments for workshops and training. 

However, they cannot always participate as it requires money as well as time: 

We are doing those things too, doing seminars. We are going there [seminars] to find 
out. We also said to them [the Department] give us seminars (free) to help us in how 
to settle the child. That is otherwise expensive. Over two hundred or three hundred 
[dollars], if we go for one day. How can we afford [it]? And we (need to) afford another 
staff to pay…two staff [When one staff goes for seminar another replacement staff is 
needed].  

                                                                                           (Jane, the centre director) 

Moreover, it is a question of how pre-service training is preparing an educator for addressing the 

special needs of children with disabilities. The placement teacher (pre-service teacher), Ming, felt 

that she was not sufficiently prepared (see Chapter 6). The following excerpt is indicating that in 

Ming’s tertiary curriculum, the concepts of inclusion, disability, and special needs might not be 

included as a major component. 

Ming: I came to this centre. I also found some children with special needs. I have no 
idea about it. I just know he or she needs more attention and more special help. But I 
do not know how to do it. I have not learnt at university. 

R: In your Master's course, is there any component about them? 

Ming: I do not have any. Because I remember that I learned about literacy, numeracy, 
policy, leadership, sustainability and … I do not think I have anything about special 
education. 

R: In policy, have you learned anything about inclusion and inclusive education. 

Ming: Ya, ya ya ya! I know… 

Teachers and other professionals’ preparedness for supporting special needs of a child with 

disability was questioned in some of the research literature, and further investigation and reforms 
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in pre-service and in-service professional development were suggested (Forlin et al., 2013; Kemp, 

2016)  

Parent-teacher communication 

This study found that the Butterfly Preschool had experienced some challenges in communicating 

with parents. Similarly, some parents might not be ready to discuss the disability and special needs. 

For example, Lisa mentioned a parent’s disappointment about the educators’ concerns: 

We obviously have spoken to mum regarding that [assumption about disability]. 
Probably over 12 months ago. Mum was not quite impressed with that. We just let it 
go for when mum is ready. We do not know if she will be ever be ready to get him 
assessed or get him checked out. But that’s up to mum now. If we say something, mum 
is not quite happy, so we just leave it.  

(Lisa, teacher assistant) 

It seems that the parent may not respond to the educator’s concern openly. Monica also indicated 

(see Chapter 7) that a parent’s response stopped them from taking the discussion of child’s possible 

disabilities further. Jane reported that Maliha’s parent did not share information about Maliha’s 

special needs until she had a seizure in the centre, even though her parents knew her diagnosis: 

Parents first, they did not tell us. Once we have here little bit of problem, so we find 
out. I think the parents know that time too…yaa. Then they said, “give her Panadol if 
she is having little bit fever too. If the temperature does not go down quickly, then give 
her Nurofen”. 

(Jane, the centre director) 

The limitation of this study is that there are no parent interviews to know their opinion or view. 

However, if we think about broad social culture, disability is still stigmatised (Alborz et al., 2013). 

Parents’ denial, and frustrations, are common (Bøttcher & Dammeyer, 2016). It may not be that 

parents are always in denial. They may have faced negative experiences around their child’s 

disability, which may lead to their silence in this regard. Hedegaard (2012) explained that the 

broader social culture influence institutional culture and they both influence an individual’s actions 

and interactions. Hu et al. (2011) found teachers felt the challenge to work with parents of children 
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with disabilities, and they felt the distinct need of training for effective collaboration with parents. 

In Australia, although partnership is one of the key principles of EYLF, genuine reciprocal and 

mutual partnership is missing in practice (Hadley & Rouse, 2018). 

The challenges identified in this study are consistent with current research findings, 

which validate the participants’ claims about the obstacles. Such challenges might be 

experienced by other preschools in Australia, and more research should be done to explore how 

other preschools practise inclusive education. Despite the above-mentioned challenges, the 

Butterfly Preschool created inclusive practice, to a certain extent.  

Conclusion 

Inclusive education is a continuous journey, and this study has identified some potential enablers 

and barriers for inclusive practices in Butterfly Preschool. Overall, it was found that the preschool 

created an inclusive culture in their practices. Educators’ professional experiences and experiences 

with children with disabilities may influence their positive attitude and confidence towards 

inclusive practice. Importantly, the preschool did not wait to support the children with disabilities 

until receiving funding or professionals’ support. Both the preschool and the children’s active 

engagement created situation-based alternatives to ensure the participation of children with 

disabilities. 

However, the preschool could not fully ensure alternative communication systems for 

children who needed them. It is discussed above how children with disabilities sometimes do not 

have opportunities to interact with the “ideal form” of their “real form” of communication; 

whereas interaction between ideal and real forms of cultural development happen for children 

without disabilities. Thus, the biological impairment sometimes alters the child’s relationship 
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with the social situation and creates unique SSD for the child when the available communication 

system cannot afford or accommodate the child’s unique ways of communicating.  

Therefore, an alternative communication system should be introduced to the child with 

disability (if needed) in early years before the “social developmental windows” (Bøttcher & 

Dammeyer, 2016) for communication are closed. Hence, if a child who needs an alternative 

communication system does not access that in early years, it will not only affect his/her full 

participation in preschool but also will affect their future developmental trajectories. Holistically, 

stakeholders should create conditions for alternative or roundabout ways of development in 

society, institutions and activity settings to battle secondary disabilities. More studies should be 

done to explore the strategies to ensure effective early years’ support, as many barriers are 

identified in practice. 

As discussed, a preschool as a cultural institute overarched by the broader society, has 

values and practices that have an impact on the preschool practices (Hedegaard, 2008a, 2012). 

As discussed in Chapter 2, the practice of inclusive education is not historical, and is a new 

journey for countries, societies, communities and preschools as well. As a result, ongoing 

changes in policies and practices are evident, and even philosophical viewpoints are changing. 

Therefore, the identified strengths and barriers could be seen as learning points to consider in 

research, policies and practices. The next chapter will discuss all the results presented in the data 

presentation chapters and the published or under-review papers (Chapters 5, 6, 7, 8 & 9) and 

make recommendations for further studies. 
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Chapter 10: Discussion and Conclusion 

Introduction  

This chapter encapsulates the findings of the study in relation to the research aims. It will also shed 

deeper insight into inclusive practice in preschools based on the results. Following the discussion, 

it will articulate the contributions of the study. Finally, this chapter will conclude the study with 

the recommendation for future research and implications of the research.  

Answering the research questions 

This study aimed to explore the participation of children with disabilities in Australian mainstream 

preschools. This section discusses the findings based on the following research questions the study 

aimed to answer. 

1. How do the Australian mainstream preschool practices create conditions for children 

with disabilities to participate in preschool activities? 

2. How do children with disabilities create their individual pathways for participation in 

the Australian mainstream preschool activities? 

3. What are the potential enablers and barriers for the inclusion of children with 

disabilities in Australian mainstream preschools? 

Research Question 1 is directed towards revealing the institutional culture of the preschool. As 

Hedegaard (2012) showed that the broader social culture overarches institutional culture, here, the 

discussion links that aspect as well. Research Question 2 will answer how individuals interact in 

institutional practice. Apart from the overall culture, there is a unique relationship between each 

child and the preschool practices, which is a complex relational whole and it is challenging to 

answer in simple equations. Therefore, Research Question 1 and Research Question 2 have been 
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considered as a complex unity and answered simultaneously through the discussion of each child’s 

relationship with the preschool culture. Each child’s relationship with the preschool practice was 

discussed in Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8. Research Question 3 was answered in Chapter 9. The following 

Table 10.5 summarises the findings of the study. 

Table 10.5: Summary of the study findings 

Chapter Questions 

answered 

Concepts Findings 

Chapter 5 Research Question 

1 & 2 

Roundabout 

(alternative) ways of 

development 

The focus child (Maliha) created her own 

participation trajectory by her persistent 

involvement in the preschool. Maliha used 

educators as living auxiliary tools and 

educators used auxiliary questions to 

support Maliha to ensure meaningful 

communication. Thus, the preschool 

practice and the child herself both 

overcome the social consequences 

(secondary disability) of her Soto’s 

syndrome, which challenged her 

expressive language competencies.  

Chapter 6 Research Question 

1 & 2 

Motive and Demand The focus child (Toby) used his 

expressive signs to communicate his 

motive for participation in different 

activities and created demand for others in 

preschool. The preschool teachers 

explained to peers about Toby’s motive, 

created opportunities to involve him in 

various activities. The study found 

emotional validation by adults in 

preschool practice created conditions for 

new motive development in line with 

preschool culture (e.g., turn-taking, 

raising hand). Thus, the dialectic interplay 

between the child’s motive and preschool 
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Chapter Questions 

answered 

Concepts Findings 

demand created participation 

opportunities for a child with ASD. 

Chapter 7  Research Question  

1 and 2 

Primary disability 

and secondary 

disability 

The focus child’s (Alex) “silent 

communication” initiatives were 

sometimes invisible, and the preschool 

created one-on-one supports along with 

regular preschool activities focusing on 

his primary disability (assumed). This 

chapter argued that understanding a 

child’s uniqueness, personality, and 

potentials can be a pedagogical password 

to create conditions for the child’s unique 

developmental trajectory and to battle 

secondary disability.  

Chapter 8 Research Question  

1 and 2 

The social situation 

of development 

Although the focus children participated 

in the same social environment of 

preschool, each child experienced the 

preschool practices differently and 

participated differently as their social 

situations of development are different. It 

is argued that to understand the unique 

social situation of development of a child 

with disability, educators need to consider 

the child’s social position, child’s 

awareness about the social situation and 

child’s emotional attachment to the social 

situation along with the child’s 

impairment and its relation to the social 

situation. 

Chapter 9 Research Question 

3 

Hedegaard’s (2012) 

model of children’s 

activity settings in 

The preschool created many conditions 

which were potential strengths for 

inclusive practice. In the inclusive journey 
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Chapter Questions 

answered 

Concepts Findings 

different institutions 

(see figure 4.9). 

Ideal and real form 

of development 

of the preschool, other social values and 

traditions supported the preschool. 

However, a few challenges were 

identified for inclusive practice as well. 

Notably, this study found that alternative 

communication styles of children were not 

fully addressed. 

 

Lesson learned and rethinking inclusion 

The main purpose of this study is to explore the participation of children with disabilities in 

mainstream Australian preschools. In this regard, this study used the cultural-historical theory of 

child development and disability from designing to reporting the research findings. Based on the 

findings and discussion in Chapter 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9, this section presents the implications of this 

study. In other words, what I have learned from this study about including children with disabilities 

in mainstream education from the early stages of their lives is presented here under the following 

themes. 

● Child’s active participation 

● Emotional validation 

● Early intervention and roundabout way of development 

● Dialectical nature of social influences and inclusion 

● Battle the secondary disability 

● A child with disability as a child and disability as demography 

● Rethinking  inclusive practice 
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Child’s active participation 

Children participate actively in different activity settings. Children participate in historically 

developed cultural contexts, but at the same time, they negotiate their motives and contribute to 

situations (Højholt & Kousholt, 2018). Children with disabilities also participate as an active 

participant, and thus children experience the same environment differently. Therefore, children 

with disabilities also experience inclusion differently in the same preschool environment. For 

instance, in this study, Maliha and Toby explicitly placed demands on educators who need to 

respond to a lot of children and other preschool demands. As Maliha and Toby were continuously 

negotiating their demands, and educators decided to respond to their demands, and thus both 

actions co-created participation possibilities for Maliha and Toby. In contrast to Maliha and Toby, 

Alex’s silent eye-gaze actions were almost invisible in an active preschool setting. In a busy 

preschool, a teacher may attend lots of social demands upon him/her and a teacher may miss some 

significant information unintentionally. Therefore, video observation could be a way to follow the 

child’s actions and interactions for teachers to analyse the practice and to change the practice for 

better inclusion. 

Emotional validation 

This study found adults’ emotional engagement is significant for children’s participation in 

preschool. This finding is consistent with the argument that cultural-historical understanding of 

emotions places adults’ role in a central position for children’s emotional development (Fleer & 

Hammer, 2013). Preschool is the first transition for most children from home to another social 

institute. Children face many new demands which are different from home in many ways. 

Moreover, separation from the family for long hours may raise significant emotional challenges 

for young children. Thus, the transition and other everyday activities place a lot of demand on 

young children and children can face developmental crisis. If the developmental crisis is supported 
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by the adults, it then creates developmental possibilities for young children; otherwise, it could be 

highly detrimental for the child (Hedegaard, 2012).  

As children get help from parents or other adult caregivers in the family, they also choose 

adults to seek help from them. When a child comes to preschool, the child also tries to apply 

their family experiences and seek help from adults. This study found both children with 

disabilities and children without disabilities look for emotional validation in their emotional 

crisis. It is not only the transition from home to preschool that can create a crisis for a child, but 

also the overall dynamic social demand on a preschooler might create a developmental crisis for 

a child (Holodynski & Friedlmeier, 2005). The authors present that, whereas the caregivers 

respond to a baby’s emotional expression promptly, preschoolers are expected to coordinate their 

own motive satisfaction, as caregivers may not follow their appeal in every situation. Holodynski 

and Friedlmeier (2005) also pointed out that caregivers expect preschoolers to switch their 

emotional expression towards verbal requests because of their ongoing progress in speech 

development. This study found that in this new relationship between the child and his/ her 

surroundings, and emotional validation from others work as supportive levers to overcome the 

emotional distress. 

The findings are similar to the study by Lilian et al. (2015) as they found that if emotional 

needs are met appropriately, that can accelerate the participation of the children with learning 

disabilities. Positive interaction with caregivers helps children to explore their environment and 

provides better learning opportunities (Palmer et al., 2012). Neuroscience also suggests educators 

to provide sensitive encouragement and support in a welcoming and accepting environment, as 

that can create developmental possibilities, even for vulnerable children (Sinclaire-Harding, 

Vuillier, & Whitebread, 2018). 
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Early intervention and roundabout way of development 

This study found the early intervention practice in Australia is diagnosis-oriented, as it is in many 

other countries. Children with disabilities cannot access services until their diagnosis has been 

completed (Australian Government Productivity Commission, 2014). Similarly, in the USA, 

children need assessment in order to be eligible for Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

(IDEA) services for disability, and sometimes assessment is difficult for young children (Hebbeler 

& Spiker, 2016). Not surprisingly, de-contextualised children’s problems (ignoring the child’s 

perspective and participation in context) is valued in institutional practice in Denmark in order to 

gain support (Røn-Larsen, 2018). However, early intervention is significant for some children with 

disabilities and the best possible early start of intervention can reduce secondary disability. Needs-

based individual early intervention may help to create alternative or roundabout ways of 

development for children with disabilities. 

In this study, one focus child, Maliha, and the preschool adults almost overcame possible 

secondary disabilities for her. Maliha used adults as living auxiliary tools and adults used 

auxiliary questions to reach shared meaning in communication. However, an appropriate early 

intervention program could create more developmental possibilities for her. Though Maliha 

received a few speech therapy sessions, the complex funding process resulted in discontinuation 

of her early intervention services. The other focus child, Toby, was not receiving any early 

intervention support services. This study found the absence of his speech sometimes restricted 

his full participation. An early intervention program could help him to express his thought in sign 

or pictures (Brodzeller, Ottley, Jung, & Coogle, 2018).  

It is central for a child’s ability to communicate verbally or nonverbally in order to 

engage in activities (Bøttcher, 2018b). While a child has to wait to receive any alternative 

communication system, the child will likely experience secondary disabilities. Therefore, the 
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lack of opportunities in the environment can cause the child to be left behind his peers in cultural 

practices. It is not only that the child with disability is not able to develop like his peers. A child 

with disability can reach identical developmental goals as her/his peers without disabilities 

through a roundabout or alternative way (see Figure 3.6).  A long waiting period for an 

alternative path for development will create significant gaps between children with disabilities 

and their peers. Hence, it is crucial if a child needs any alternative way to develop, the alternative 

route should be introduced as early as possible. For example, a child with hearing impairment 

who received a cochlear implant in their infancy did not experience any secondary disability in 

their school, though they had moderate hearing difficulties (Bøttcher & Dammeyer, 2016). 

Therefore, early intervention should be introduced in the early years of a child with disability.  

Consequently, after the child’s transition to primary school, a different group of social 

demands will be placed upon the child. Many social opportunities which were available for the 

preschool child will disappear as new social opportunities and demands will appear in their 

place. Therefore, if any child is clearly left behind his/her peers, many “social developmental 

windows” (Bøttcher & Dammeyer, 2016, p. 30) will be closed for that child. Cultural-

historically, society places new demands which are culturally valued as age-appropriate and new 

age-appropriate social developmental windows are opened for a particular age group (e.g., 

school children, teenager) to support specific sets of skills.   

Dialectical nature of social influences and inclusion  

It has been discussed already that a child’s actions and development should be understood in 

relation to the social situations where the child is participating. The institutional culture rules social 

situations, and at the same time, social situations define institutional culture. The institutional 

cultures are overarched by broader social values (Hedegaard, 2012). Therefore, a social 

institution’s practice should be understood in relation to its position in society and its interactions 
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with other social institutions. This study found that not only do the overarching social values 

influence institutional practices but other parallel institutions also have an influence on the 

institute. The influence is not top-down, bottom-up or linear, but it is complicated and dialectic –

each influences the other’s development. Hedegaard’s (2012) model showed how the family and 

schools’ activities influence each other. This study found that not only the family but other parallel 

institutions also influence each other. For example, this study found how Early Childhood 

Intervention Australia (ECIA) influenced the Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) sector 

in Australia. Therefore, we should also understand institutional practice in relation to other 

institutions and the broader social practices. 

Moreover, inclusive education is a social practice which is itself in the developing phase, 

and its transition from a healthy segregated special education practice made the inclusion of 

children with disabilities challenging. While theoretical understanding is progressing, pragmatic 

changes seem to be lagging behind in relation to the progress in philosophy. In discourse 

analysis, Macartney and Morton (2013) pointed out the discrepancy between the policy 

documents and the practice. They argued that while documents are child-centred and focused on 

children’s competences, in practice, deficit-based assumption and practices are prominent. 

Battle the secondary disability 

Through this study, I gained the insight that educators should battle the secondary disability of a 

child rather than focusing too much on the primary disability or the biological differences. These 

findings are fully supported by Vygotsky (1993) and cultural-historical theory. While Vygotsky 

showed his concern (as follows) about misleading development of children with disabilities in the 

early decades of the 20th century, children with disabilities are still in risk of being misled almost 

a century later: 
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The greatest mistake - the view of a child’s abnormality as only an illness - has made 
our theory and practice subject to a most dangerous delusion…why until now special 
education has been spent 90 percent of its time on the children’s illness and not on 
their health.  

(Vygotsky, 1993, p. 80). 

Vygotsky argued that we should shift our attention from the primary disability or biological 

impairment to secondary disability, and this study also found that too much focus on physiological 

disability is misleading in education and development, because humans’ higher psychological 

functions are not biological, instead they are social and cultural. Educators mainly facilitate our 

cultural line of development. Therefore, information merely about the child’s biological 

impairment cannot help educators to plan well for the child’s cultural trajectory of development.  

Based on types and similarities of different symptoms, professionals categorise or label 

various disabilities. In our society, not only disability but also all concrete and abstract entities 

belong under separate categories. These categories help us to communicate general information 

about the types. For example, the word or category “tree” represents some common 

characteristics of a group of plants. Beyond the general features of a tree, every specific tree has 

its own features, which cannot be informed by the word “tree”. Similarly, the categories of 

biological differences represent some general information about a group of individuals but 

cannot describe the whole individual. 

For example, the phrase “child with autism” represents that the child has different neuro-

development from most of the population and this group of children is less involved in social 

interactions (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). It is essential to know that this category 

can represent a group but not an individual with autism. For example, this study found the focus 

child Toby has autism, but he was eager to interact with peers and adults. On the other hand, 

Alex was observed to be involved in solitary play rather than social play with peers. Alex did not 

have any diagnosis, but it was assumed by the educators that Alex may have autism. However, 
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Alex participated in teacher or adult lead group activities spontaneously. If the teacher’s 

assumption is also a diagnosis result for Alex, or if we imagine Alex has autism, it will indicate 

that two children with autism will not participate in the same way although their biological 

impairments are same. Similarly, Bøttcher (2011) found that the participation of two different 

children with cerebral palsy in school was very different, as they experienced different kinds of 

social opportunities. Even for Maliha, all the features of Soto’s syndrome were not disrupting her 

participation, except for her expressive language difficulties. 

Other findings of this study strongly indicate how the emphasis on the primary disability 

can be misleading for a child’s development. As the preschool teacher assumed Alex has autism, 

they sometimes choose one-on-one activities for Alex to support his development. The teacher 

intended to help the child, and she chose an evidence-based support strategy, one-on-one support 

(Brodzeller, Ottley, Jung, & Coogle, 2018; Wong et al., 2014). However, the teacher’s good 

intention created more social distance for the child, even when the child was trying to reduce the 

social distance with peers (see Chapter 7). Moreover, emphasis on Alex’s assumed disability 

might direct the preschool teacher to find appropriate strategies for children with autism rather 

than for Alex specifically. Such an approach ignores the individual child. It focuses on 

knowledge about a group of children with a particular disability, subsequently educators 

explored strategies for children with autism instead of exploring the child’s potential.  

This study did not explore Alex’s primary disability. However, it showed how the focus 

on disability sometimes created secondary disabilities for Alex. If the teacher could focus on the 

child’s strengths, it would help the teacher to advance the child’s developmental journey. 

Vygotsky (1993) discussed: 

No matter what the affliction may be, whether it be blindness, deafness, catarrhs of the 
Eustachian tube, or perversion of taste, we meticulously analyze every corpuscle of 
the defect, every little speck of disease found in abnormal children, while we never 
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notice the gold mines of health inherent in each child’s organism, no matter what the 
affliction may be. (p. 80) 

This study identified some strengths of the child and indicated a way forward to battle the 

secondary disability. The study suggested how to find the pedagogical password for a child to lead 

him/her forward his/her unique developmental trajectories.  

A child with disability as a child and disability as demography 

 Based on this study, I come to this point of knowledge that a child with disability should be viewed 

as a child. Such understanding will allow the educators to facilitate learning and development of 

a child, not of a child with disability. “It is necessary to educate a child not as a blind [sic] child 

but as a child [Italics in original]” (Vygotsky, 1993, p. 83). A child with visual impairment may 

need a Braille system to read or write, but his development follows the same law of development 

as his peers without disabilities. “The education of a blind child and a deaf child does not differ 

from the education of a normal child….Again I repeat: the principles and the psychological 

mechanism of education are the same here as for a normal child [Italics in original]” (Vygotsky, 

1993, p. 112). 

My argument is that the disability (biological difference) a child is diagnosed with can be 

a piece of demographic information for educators. It should carry the same importance as other 

demographic information carries in an educational setting. For example, a child is a boy, a child 

for whom English is a second language, a child with aboriginal cultural heritage, a child with 

European cultural heritage – these are all demographic information and this information is 

sometimes useful for the educators, but it does not provide information about the child’s 

personality, emotions, motives etc. Vygotsky (1993) criticised the practice of emphasising a 

child’s disability too much.  



Page 245 of 301 
 

Therefore, educators should avoid the deficit view of disability (Macartney & Morton, 

2013) if they want to ensure the participation of a child with disability. They need to find out 

more about the child’s strengths, child’s motives, child’s relations with social situations and how 

the disability (biological) or impairment is creating incongruences for their participation. 

Educators should thereby consider the child as a whole and find out about his/her individual 

needs in relation to the social situation or his social situation of development. “It is not a 

diagnostic label, in itself, that is important to teacher planning but the individual needs of each 

child” (Walker & Berthelsen, 2008, p. 48). For example, when educators focused on Alex’s 

disability, they could not notice his strengths or unique needs. 

The diagnostic label of disability or identification of primary disability (biological 

difference) does not always inform how it alters the relationship of the child with the 

environment. For Hedegaard and Daniels (2011), “We believe that there is much to be gained 

from theory that guides intervention towards the person in a situation rather than towards a 

feature that lies within the person alone.”(p.1). Vygotsky (1993) suggested that education should 

aim to understand the child’s social potential. Educators therefore need to observe the child to 

know how the child’s disability alters his/her relationship with the environment and thus plan to 

overcome the secondary disability for the child. Bøttcher and Dammeyer (2012) also pointed out 

that “observation and analysis of the incongruence are important” (p. 445).  

Rethinking inclusive practice 

Based on the theoretical frame, results and discussion, Figure 10.15, following, presents a new 

model of inclusive practice in preschool. This model is appropriate for inclusion of any child 

(regardless of her/his background and biological disability). The model illustrates that dialectical 

interplay between preschool practice and the individual child should be analysed from three 

different aspects.  
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Figure 10.15: Cultural-historical model of inclusive preschool practice 

One, educators should analyse the dialectical interplay between the child’s motives and preschool 

demands to identify emerging crisis. Two, educators should explore the relationship between the 

child’s perezhivanie (nexus of personal states which refract the influence of social situation) and 

social situation of the preschool practice to find out the Social Situation of Development (SSD). 

Three, educators should explore whether there is any incongruence between the child’s 

psychological structure and culturally available psychological tools (e.g., language, number 

system, signs). The concepts included in the model and their dialectical relationship has been 

discussed in Chapter 5 to Chapter 8 with supporting evidence. 

The analysis of these three aspects will guide educators to create appropriate 

developmental conditions for the individual child. For instance, if educators identify any 

incongruence, they should create alternative/roundabout ways for the child in collaboration with 

family and other relevant institutions. This cultural-historical understanding of incongruences 

and secondary disabilities will be helpful for educators to support participation of any children, 
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with or without diagnosis. Understanding the child’s Social Situation of Development (SSD) will 

guide educators to employ appropriate pedagogy for the child. In addition to the holistic 

understanding of the child’s actions in relation to the preschool practice, emotional support 

through the process of emotional validation can transform any crisis into developmental 

possibilities. It is also essential to examine broader social values, family practices and other 

institutions’ practices (Hedegaard, 2008a, 2012) for understanding as well as supporting 

inclusive practice in preschool settings. 

Whereas the medical model focuses on disability as the individual’s problem and the 

social model sheds light on environmental barriers, the cultural-historical model emphasises 

understanding the interplay between the individual and the social practices to create 

developmental possibilities for a child with disability. For example, the cultural-historical model 

of inclusive preschool practice suggests examining the relation between institutional practice 

(here preschool) and the individual child from three different angles. 

The cultural historical model is explained here with the example of Toby’s participation 

in the preschool. The cultural-historical model suggests that the educators need to understand the 

incongruences Toby was experiencing around his disability. Toby was experiencing these 

incongruences due to the absence of his verbal communication. In this case, the preschool, other 

supporting organization and families need to work on to offer the child an alternative 

communication system so that he can express himself in social interactions to a greater degree. In 

everyday participation in the preschool, Toby had to deal with demands in preschool practice and 

a crisis arose when demands were conflicting with his motives. The child should be supported 

while he/she experiences crisis so that the situation leads to developmental possibilities. Above 

all, the child’s social situation of development should be analysed, which will guide educators 
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towards finding the best ways to facilitate the child’s participation in the preschool practice. For 

Toby, the preschool teacher choose a “greater we” position and involved him in activities. 

I would like to argue that the cultural-historical model will promote rethinking for 

inclusive practice. Moreover, it will guide educators to create contextual, child-centred and 

needs-based conditions rather than disability-based general formulas and recipes (see Forlin et 

al., 2013, p. 18).  

Contributions of this study  

Historically, disability has been viewed as an individual’s problem. As a consequence, institutional 

practices have tried to fix the child’s problem while ignoring the child’s general health, ability and 

interests and the contexts the child participates in. Use of the cultural-historical theoretical lenses 

opens possibilities for this study to understand disability as the dialectic between individual 

difference and social situations across institutions.  

First, this study advances the cultural-historical concept of an alternative way of 

development and relevant auxiliary tools to support the cultural development of children with 

disabilities. This study found that not only cultural artefacts (e.g., wheelchair, hearing aid) and 

systems of communications can be used as auxiliary tools, but also other participants in the 

social situations can act as an auxiliary tool (living auxiliary tool) through their supportive 

actions (auxiliary questioning). Second, using the concept of primary and secondary disability, 

this study explained empirical evidence and suggested identifying the pedagogical password, 

which will allow educators to provide children’s need-oriented support rather than labelling or 

category-oriented (e.g., autism, cerebral palsy) support. Third, this study found the conflicting 

interplay between the child’s motive and the social demand could reach better resolution by 

considering the process of emotional validation of the child. Fourth, this study conceptualised the 
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importance of finding the unique social situation of a child with disability, which should be 

understood not only in relation to the child’s impairment but also in relation to the child’s social 

position, child’s awareness about the social situation, and child’s emotional attachment to the 

situation. Finally, it is argued that children’s impairments should be considered as demographic 

information and educators should identify incongruences appearing in social situations for the 

child, child’s strengths, motive, social situation of development and create alternative or 

roundabout ways of development if the child has such needs. 

This study designed a pre-observation phase before conducting the video recorded 

observation, which is not widely reported in the literature. This pre-observation phase worked as 

ice-breaking between the researchers and the preschool practice and rapport building. Rapport 

building and knowing the preschool practice was beneficial for the researcher role as a 

participant-observer. This study also employed a dialectical strategy in participant selection as it 

included the children without disabilities as well, to better understand the participation of 

children with disabilities. Therefore, the pre-observation method and the dialectical strategy of 

participant selection should be considered as methodological contribution in the field of inclusive 

education research. 

Furthermore, this study could be a platform for professionals and educators to rethink 

disability and inclusion of children with disabilities using cultural-historical lenses beyond the 

medical model and social model. This study therefore developed the cultural-historical model of 

inclusive preschool practice. Above all, the empirical evidence will generate relevance for 

practices and guide in how to focus on the possibilities rather than on an individual’s problem.  
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Recommendations for future research 

From the literature review to reporting findings, the need for further studies on participation of 

children with disabilities was felt significantly.  This study is an endeavour to explore the inclusive 

practice in Australian mainstream preschools from a cultural-historical viewpoint. This is a small 

scale study where data were collected from one preschool setting and the study is limited in 

generalising its findings. The work was also unable to capture children’s participation in the family 

context and could not capture parents’ perspectives, which is a significant limitation of this study. 

Therefore, further studies are recommend to capture more holistic understanding of participation 

of children with disabilities across different institutions. 

The theoretical concepts emerging from this study should be studied in different contexts 

to expand the understanding and practices of the theoretical knowledge. For example, in this study, 

auxiliary questioning facilitated participation of the focus child, Maliha. Future studies should be 

designed to explore to what extent auxiliary questioning can be beneficial for children with 

language difficulties in different contexts. Similarly, research should explore how analysing the 

child’s Social Situation of Development (SSD) can assist educators to find a pedagogical password 

for a child’s development in different contexts.  

Professional development is crucial for teachers and educators to reduce barriers and 

facilitate inclusive education practice. This study’s findings indicate more studies are needed to 

explore the pre-service teachers’ preparedness and in-service teachers’ continuous professional 

development opportunities and participation of preschool teachers in those development programs. 

This study also suggests that preschool teachers may take initiatives for action research using video 

observation and other methods. 

Grounded in cultural-historical theory and following Hedegaard’s (2012) holistic 

approach, this study explains how the other institutional practices and social values and practices 
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influence the participation of children in preschool settings. The findings indicate that many 

administrative and collaborative aspects should be explored in depth for the sake of better 

inclusive practice in Australian preschools. Research needs to be undertaken to explore the 

existing process of early intervention and to ensure need based and timely accessible funding 

processes. 

Collaboration among different stakeholders is important for inclusive education practice. 

The findings of this study indicate further studies are needed to explore collaboration between 

parents and teachers and how to improve their trust, communication and negotiation. Further 

research is also required to explore collaborative practices among the special intervention team, 

service providers and preschools.  

Implications 

Inclusive education is not so much an historical event as a quarter-century journey, if we count the 

Salamanca statement and framework of actions (UNESCO, 1994) as a departure point. All 

individuals and all communities (local, national and global) have to practice, reflect and learn 

inclusion from their respective positions. The findings of this study have significant implications 

for inclusive preschool practice. Most importantly, this study will guide practitioners to rethink 

disability and inclusion from the cultural-historical understanding. This finding of the study will 

guide educators to focus on secondary disabilities rather than focusing on biological disabilities. 

The findings will inspire educators to consider child perspective and the child’s strengths in order 

to facilitate participation of children with disabilities.  

For policy makers, this study’s findings suggest the necessity to ensure need based funding 

which is accessible in a timely manner. Similarly, the early intervention services should be planned 

and implemented as soon as the need/s are identified. As the early intervention and education are 
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overseen by two different bodies (ECIA and ECA) in Australia, strong collaboration and faster 

service should be considered. Moreover, policy makers should pay attention to the professional 

development of pre-service and in-service early childhood teachers and translate the philosophical 

shift from the medical model to the cultural-historical model into practice. 

Concluding words 

Despite the acceptance of inclusive education in global and national policies, inclusion of 

children with disabilities in mainstream institutes continues to be challenging. Addressing the 

gap in understanding participation of children with disabilities in mainstream settings, this study 

aimed to explore the participation of children with disabilities in Australian mainstream 

preschools. The cultural-historical framing of this study and its findings have created a new line 

of understanding of disability and participation of children with disabilities. The research has 

found the conditions created in the preschool practice were experienced differently by each of 

the four focus children, and identified strengths and weakness of the practice for the full 

participation of children with disabilities. In addition, a cultural-historical model of inclusive 

preschool practice has been developed to show what aspects should be analysed to support 

participation of children with disabilities. This study suggests considering the biological 

difference or primary disability as a demographical information and facilitating the inclusion of a 

child with disability “as a child”. Considering this study as one of the early steps, further studies 

are recommended to expand the cultural-historical understanding and its implications for 

practice. This study recommends rethinking our current inclusive practice, which is heavily 

influenced by the medical model, and future strategies to ensure participation of all children in a 

mainstream preschool setting.  
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Appendix 9: Details of Staff Participation 

Sl. Name Position, qualification and 
experience in ECEC 

Types of data 
collection 

Experience with children with 
disabilities 

1 Jane Director/owner 
Certificate three 

And Diploma 

Video observation 
Video interview 

 

Yes, as an educator she met 
children with disabilities 

2 Monica Preschool Teacher 
Bachelor (Honours) degree 

Video observation 
Video interview 

 

Yes, she has a son with autism 
and as an educator met 

children with disabilities. 
3 Amanda Teacher Assistance 

Diploma 
Video observation 

Video interview 
 

No 

4 Lisa Teacher Assistance 
Certificate three 

Diploma (continuing; nearly 
finished) 

Video observation 
Video interview 

 

Yes, she has relative with 
autism and as an educator 

met children with disabilities. 

5 Tracey Cognitive behaviour therapist 
Applied Behavioural Analysis 

(ABA) Training 

Video observation 
Video interview 

 

Yes, she has a son with autism 
and as a therapist met 

children with disabilities. 
6 Azra Educator 

Certificate III 
Diploma (continuing) 

Video observation 
Video interview 

 

No 

7 Ming Placement/(pre-service) 
Teacher 

Master degree student 

Video observation 
Video interview 

 

No 

8 Susan Educator Video observation 
 

N/A 

9 Anita Educator Video observation 
 

N/A 

10 Alia Placement Teacher Video observation 
 

N/A 

11 Thi Placement Teacher Video observation 
 

N/A 

12 Shaila Director/owner Video observation N/A 

13 Shamima Placement Teacher Video observation 
 

N/A 

14 Zoe Placement Teacher Video observation 
 

N/A 

15 Emma Placement Teacher Video observation 
 

N/A 

16 Sonia Placement Teacher Video observation 
 

N/A 
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