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Abstract: This study presents the Italian practitioners’” perspective on the inclusion of children with
disabilities in ECEC. Historically, Italy had a split system (0-3 and 3-6 divisions); only recently was
the ZeroSix Integrated System established. Seven 0-3-division educators and seven 3-6-division
teachers were interviewed. Their responses were analysed through a deductive content analysis,
based on the eight dimensions of inclusion proposed by the European Agency for Special Needs
and Inclusive Education (2017). The themes which were mainly mentioned as crucial for promoting
inclusion were a child-centred approach; inclusive teaching and learning environment; inclusive
social environment; and family-friendly environment. These same dimensions were also said to be
challenging, together with the implementation of materials for all children. The strengths and weak-
nesses in inclusive processes partly differed between the two divisions. This study enriches the lit-
erature investigating how practitioners implement inclusive practices in ECEC, also analysing the
differences between the 0-3 and the 3-6 divisions.

Keywords: ECEC; inclusion; disability; practitioners; Inclusive Early Childhood Education Environment
Self-Reflection Tool; belief and practice

1. Introduction

Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) expresses a social priority and repre-
sents the foundation for a high-quality education system [1]. The child’s right to obtain
the best opportunities for their potential development is reiterated, as enshrined in the
Convention on the Rights of the Child [2]. UNESCO defined the values of inclusive edu-
cation through the international campaign World Declaration on Education for All [3],
promoting the right to education for all children and especially for those in conditions of
physical, social, or cultural disadvantage. Inclusion is a process of addressing and re-
sponding to the diversity and needs of all children, through increasing participation in
learning, cultures, and communities, and decreasing exclusion and marginalization from
educational processes [4]. In 2017, the European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive
Education [5] proposed an operational definition of inclusion in ECEC settings, by pub-
lishing the Inclusive Early Childhood Education Environment Self-Reflection Tool, focus-
ing on eight dimensions (see Section 2.3 for a list of the dimensions and its contents).

High-quality ECEC is strictly linked to inclusion, as it reduces inequalities throughout
the life cycle and participation in early educational programs is particularly significant for
children from disadvantaged groups and/or with difficulties [6-8]. Among children with dif-
ficulties, we should consider those with disabilities. According to the International Classifica-
tion of Functioning, Disability and Health, Children and Youth version (ICF-CY) [9], disability
is a restriction on participation in daily life activities, due to a poor fit between the person’s
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bodily structures and functions and the environmental factors relating to the living contexts.
This bio—psycho-social model, therefore, shows how promoting the participation of children
with disabilities in the activities within educational contexts can be an important driver of so-
cial inclusion. Promoting participation first requires an adjustment of environmental factors
to ensure that, for example, the contexts and materials in the services, as well as the relation-
ships and attitudes towards children by the staff working in these services, are actual facilita-
tors rather than barriers for the participation of all children.

Specifically, in the Strategy for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, adopted in 2021
for the 2021-2030 timeframe [10], one of the eight areas of intervention concerns the edu-
cation and inclusion of children with disabilities in regular education systems, also in
ECEC. UNICEF’s position paper The Right of Children with Disabilities to Education also calls
on governments to invest in inclusive ECEC policies [11]. An increasing number of chil-
dren with disabilities are accessing ECEC [1], but inclusive ECEC programs are imple-
mented with significant discrepancies among European countries [12].

In Italy, the path towards the inclusion of children with disabilities in ECEC has
shown differentiated paces in nursery schools and kindergartens [13,14]. Currently, the
Italian ECEC system is split: historically, the division of services for children from 0 to 3
years has been mainly under the auspices of the Ministry of the Interior and the Ministry
of Health and has been financed at a municipality level, while the division of services for
children from 3 to 6 years has been in charge of the Ministry of Education and has been
financed at a statal level. Recently, the Law 2015/107 and the Legislative Decree 2017/65
established the ZeroSix Integrated System, which is still under development throughout
the country (Table 1). On the one hand, the split system had an impact on the dissemina-
tion of national curricula; while the first guidelines for the 3—6 division were published in
1991, the national curriculum for the 0-3 division was only published in 2021, as a result
of the institution of the ZeroSix Integrated System (Table 1).

Table 1. Summary of the main legislative turning points for public education and inclusion in Italian

ECEC.
Years 0-3 Division 3-6 Division
1968 Establishment of State Maternal Schools (Law 1968/444)
1971 Establishment of State Nursery Schools Education for children with disabilities must take place in
(Law 1971/1044) mainstream classes in public schools (Law 1971/30)

Publication of the guidelines (curriculum) for educational activity

1991 .
in State Maternal Schools
The Framework Law for assistance, social integration, and the rights of disabled people
(Law 1992/104) establishes:
1992 e Children with disabilities” right to education from birth
e The presence of a specialised teacher to support children with disabilities and the class as a whole from the
maternal school upwards, while their presence in nursery school is regulated by each Italian region’s legisla-
tion
2007-2012 Publication of the Indications f(?r the Curriculum in Childhood
Schools and Primary Schools

2009 Guidelines for school integration of students with disabilities

The Ministry of Education Circular 2012/8 “Intervention tools for
2012 pupils with special educational needs (SEN)” extends the right to

learning personalisation to all pupils with SEN
2015-2017 Establishment of the ZeroSix Integrated System (Law 2015/107 and Legislative Decree 2017/65)

The Inter-ministerial Decree 2020/182 introduces a unique model

2020 of an Individualized Educational Plan based on the ICF biopsy-

chosocial model for children with disabilities from 3 to 18 years

2021 Publication of the Pedagogical Guidelines for the ZeroSix Integrated System




Educ. Sci. 2024, 14, 385 3 of 14

Publication of the National Curriculum

2021
0 for Early Childhood Educational Services

On the other hand, the split system also impacted the inclusion of children with dis-
abilities in mainstream education; in 1971, the Law n. 30 guaranteed the inclusion of dis-
abled children in mainstream education services, for children from 3 to 6 years, while the
same happened in 1992 for disabled children from birth to 3 years. Moreover, while the
Law 1992/104 established the presence of an additional specialised teacher in classes with
children with disabilities from kindergarten onwards, at the moment, the same position
in nursery schools is regulated by regional, not national, norms. Finally, the presence of a
split system is probably the main reason why in 2020 a unique national model for the
Individualized Educational Plan, a mandatory document for children with disabilities in
the school system, was published by the Italian Government, but only for children in-
volved in educational services from 3 years upwards (Table 1). Consider the fact that, in
the school year 2021-2022 in Italy, 1.4% of children attending nursery schools and 2.5% of
children attending kindergartens had a disability [15,16].

Very recently, a few studies have analysed the view of European ECEC practitioners
on inclusion, by using content analysis. Bouillet and Domovi¢ [17] interviewed 10 Croatian
ECEC professionals about their experiences of inclusive education and the risk of social ex-
clusion, and they found two main themes to define inclusion: “the values of personal and
social development have taken first place” and the “emphasis on every child, regardless of
their chronological age, developmental abilities” (p. 960). Symeonidou and Loizou [18] in-
terviewed seven ECEC teachers in Cyprus and found that the inclusion of children with
disabilities pertained to three main elements: creating learning opportunities for all children,
refusing the idea that there was just one normal way to learn; rejecting an ableist approach,
which brought adults to think that some children were unable to learn; and responding to
all children’s needs by working with and through other adults. Roberts and Callaghan [19]
collected 194 Irish ECEC practitioners’ perceptions and attitudes towards the inclusion of
children with educational needs. Inclusion was related to “actively involving [children] in
all aspects of preschool life, at a level that can be adapted to the child’s capabilities” (p. 786),
by creating learning opportunities and by responding to children’s interests; also, the re-
spondents reported the need for continuous training and support to develop inclusive com-
petencies, as some of them were concerned about their ability to properly promote inclu-
sion. In Sweden, 27 teams working in ECEC services filled the Self-Reflection Tool; the re-
sults showed that the themes of inclusion, belongingness, engagement, and learning were
related to each other, yet evidence was lacking that they were fully realised for all children
[20].

Based on these considerations, our study aimed to provide a picture of inclusion in Italian
ECEC settings from the practitioners’ perspective. The findings contribute to a deeper under-
standing of (1) what ideas practitioners have about the inclusion of children with disabilities
and how they implement these during everyday practice; (2) what difficulties or critical as-
pects practitioners encounter in implementing inclusive practices; and (3) whether there are
differences in inclusive practices between nursery schools (0-3 division) and kindergartens (3-
6 division).

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Procedure

From May 2023 to January 2024, 14 semi-structured interviews were conducted with
7 nursery school educators (0-3 division) and 7 kindergarten teachers (3-6 division), by a
psychologist from our research team (BR). The interviews took place online and lasted
about 45 min. The participants were recruited through contact with the setting leaders.
Participants took part in the study voluntarily and signed an informed consent.
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Anonymity was guaranteed. The research was approved by the Bioethical Committee of
the University of Turin, Turin, Italy.

2.2. Participants

All the 14 practitioners worked in ECEC settings in northwest Italy. They were women
between 28 and 62 years (M = 41.8, SD = 8.9). All had valid degrees to work in ECEC (five
high school degrees and nine university degrees). There were six nursery school educators,
four kindergarten teachers, two support teachers, and two service coordinators.

During the interview, participants were asked to refer to a particular child: the chil-
dren were 3 girls and 11 boys, from 18 months to 6 years, and had different conditions:
cognitive delay (n = 5), Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) (n = 1), ASD with Attention Def-
icit and Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) (n = 2), physical disabilities (1 = 3), language dis-
order (n =1), conduct disorder (n = 1), or multiple disabilities (1 = 2).

2.3. Measures

The semi-structured interviews were based on the Self-Reflection Tool [5] to provide a
picture of the setting’s inclusion, especially focusing on the social, learning, and physical en-
vironment. The Self-Reflection Tool addresses eight dimensions: (1) overall welcoming atmos-
phere, (2) inclusive social environment, (3) child-centred approach, (4) child-friendly physical
environment, (5) materials for all children, (6) opportunities for communication for all, (7) in-
clusive teaching and learning environment, (8) family-friendly environment. Thus, the inter-
view was made up of 16 questions (see Appendix A) to address the Self-Reflection Tool’s di-
mensions. First, participants were asked whether the services were inclusive towards children
and families; then, they were asked to focus on a specific child with disabilities they had re-
cently worked with, and to answer questions about how they implemented inclusive prac-
tices.

The coding system was made of 8 categories, each of them divided into 5 or 6 sub-cate-
gories (Table 2). Each code can be assigned a “yes” or “no” depending on the fact that the
interviewee explicitly referred to the presence or the absence of a certain category (“yes”: “Be-
ing a disability nursery school in the past, we had a lot of material”; “no”: “Often there isn’t the money
to buy the materials, so more budget would be needed to buy specific materials for certain children”).

Table 2. Occurrences of the coding system used for the content analysis.

Categories and Subcategories 0-3 Division 3-6 Division Total
Yes No Yes No Yes No

1. Overall welcoming atmosphere 19 (7) 6 (3) 31(7) 6(3) 50 (14) 12 (6)
1.1. All children and their families feel welcome 9 (6) 1(1) 107y 1() 19 (13) 2(2)
1.2. The setting is a caring, comfortable, and appealing place
for children and staff 2() 21 >0) 1M 70) 3@)
1:3. The setting’s leaders promote a collaborative and inclu- 2(1) 2(1) 11) 22) 32) 403)
sive culture
1.4. The s.ettmg reflects and values the diversity of the local 101) 1) 32) 101) 403) 20)
community
1.5. Chil 1 feel that th 1 h

5. Children are able to feel that they belong to the peer 54) 0 1@  1Q) 16 8) 101)
group
1.6. No child may feel excluded 0 0 1(1) 0 1) 0
2. Inclusive social environment 29 (7) 9(4) 52(7) 11 (4) 81 (14) 19 (8)
ihlﬂ (;Fhe staff build an interpersonal relationship with every 7 (6) 0 4 @) 0 11 (10) 0
2.2. Peer interaction and play is facilitated for all children 9(5) 2(1) 19(7) 52 28 (12) 7(3)
2.3. All children are able to be involved in group activities 9 (5) 3(3) 14 (6) 0 23 (11) 3(3)
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2.4. Children are encouraged to respect differences in the 22) 101) 6 ) 2(1) 8 (6) 32)
peer group
2.5. Children are encouraged to develop positive behaviour 2 (2) 1(1) 9 (5) 0 11 (7) 1(1)
2.6. Children are able to resolve conflicts 0 2(2) 0 4 (3) 0 6 (5)
3. Child-centred approach 55(7) 11(5) 65(7) 11(7) 120(14) 22(12)
3.1.'Learnmg activities are built on children’s interests and 17 6) 20) 136) 30 30 (12) 54)
choices
3.2 The caregiver is responsive to all children’s voices and 0 0 1(1) 101) 1(1) 101)
questions
3.3. All children are engaged in decisions that are important 0 0 101) 0 101) 0
for them
3.4. Transitions between activities are facilitated for all chil- 9(6) 101) 115) 0 20 (11) 101
dren
3.5. Personalised support for learning (human and other re-
17 2(1 26 (7 43 (1 4
sources) is available to children whenever needed © M 67 30 3 (13) 5@
3.6. The staff can access additional and/or external support
whenever needed 12 (5) 6 (5) 13(7) 4@4) 25 (12) 10 (9)
4. Child-friendly physical environment 27 (7) 3(3) 22(7)  10(5) 49 (14) 13 (8)
4.1. The setting (indoor and outdoor) is accessible for all
children 58 2 44 302 9(7) 5(4)
4.2. All children are able to participate 10 (6) 0 9 (5) 1(1) 19 (11) 1(1)
4.3. The setting is safe and healthy for the children 3(3) 1(1) 2(2) 3(2) 5(5) 4 (3)
4.4. The furni i itable for all chil-
e e furniture and equipment are suitable for all chi 6 (4) 0 54) 39) 118) 39)
4.5. The staff facilitate possibilities for all children to partic-
ipate in out-of-setting activities (e.g., excursions, visits, 3 (3) 0 2(2) 0 5(5) 0
sport events, etc.)
5. Materials for all children 26 (7) 5(3) 37(7)  10(7) 53 (14) 15(10)
1T ial i ing, easil ible,

5 oys and materila s are interesting, easily accessible, and 6(3) 101) 07 30) 16 (10) 403)
engaging for all children
.5.?..To.ys a'nd materials are used to. challenge chi'ld.ren's own @) 0 32) 0 8 (6) 0
initiation, independence, exploration, and creativity
5.3. Materials are used to promote communication, lan-

. ) . 2(2) 0 3(3) 1(1) 5 (5) 1(1)
guage, literacy, mathematics, and science
5.4. The staff adapt materials to facilitate play and learning
for all children 11 (5) 4 (3) 15 2(2) 26 (8) 6 (5)
5.5. The toys and materials reflect cultural diversity 0 0 0 2(2) 0 2(2)
5.6. T}}e staff encourage children to play and share toys and 22) 0 6(5) 2(1) 8(7) 2(1)
materials with peers
6. Opportunities for communication for all 14 (6) 5(4) 25(7) 44 39 (13) 9(8)
6.1. The setting enables all children to communicate and use 7 (5) 0 10 6) 0 17 (1) 0
language
6.2. Le_arrung activities focus on children’s language and 22) 0 22) 0 1) 0
reasoning
6.3. A%I children a1je able .to share ideas, emotions, and con- 101) 0 39) 20) 44) 2)
cerns in conversations with peers
6.4. Children with different mother tongues can express

2(2 4 11 4

themselves and be understood by peers and staff 0 @ ®) M ®) 36
6.5. A variety of ways are used to facilitate communication
for all children (e.g., pictures, graphic signs, sign language, 4 (3) 3(3) 6 (4) 1(1) 10 (7) 4 (4)

Braille, and different technology)
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7. Inclusive teaching and learning environment 43 (7) 4(4) 60(7) 2(2) 103 (14) 6 (6)
7.1. All children participate in regular learning activities 12 (6) 1(1) 17 (5) 0 29 (11) 1(1)
7.2. The setting has high expectations for all children 1(1) 0 0 0 1(1) 0
7.3. The staff acknowledge all children’s efforts and achieve- 9(7) 0 10 7) 0 19 (14) 0
ments

7.4. The staff make use of d%versuy 'and C}?ll.d'ren s individ- 39) 0 12 6) 0 15 9) 0
ual strengths and resources in learning activities

7.5. The staff observe and monitor children’s engagement, 13 (4) 101) 17 (7) 0 30 (11) 101)
learning, and support needs

7.6. The staff have opportunities for continuous professional 5(5) 20) 4 @) 22) 9(9) 4 )

development in inclusive education
8. Family-friendly environment 35(7) 5(2) 39(7) 8(4) 74 (14) 13 (6)
8.1. Parents feel welcome and they are invited to take part

. ., o 2(2) 0 0 0 2(2) 0
in the setting’s activities

8.2. A trustful relationship with families is developed 9 (6) 1(1) 117) 61 20 (13) 7 (5)
8.3. Parents are well-informed about everyday activities 7 (6) 2(2) 6 (6) 0 13 (12) 2(2)
8.4. Parents are involved in decision-making about their 96) 0 1@ 1Q) 20 (13) 101)

child’s learning, development, and support needs

8.5. Parents are involved in planning, implementing, and

monitoring their children’s engagement and learning
* In the table, the absolute numbers (i.e.,, how many times a code is mentioned on the whole inter-
views) and the weighted numbers in brackets (i.e., number of interviews in which a specific code is
present at least once) are reported.

8(5 2@ 11(6) 1) 19(11)  3@3)

2.4. Data Analysis

The interviews were analysed using deductive content analysis [21]; the researchers
built 8 categories and 45 sub-categories (i.e., codes) according to the Self-Reflection Tool’s
definition of inclusion (see Table 2). The software ATLAS.ti 23.4 was used for coding and
text analysis. First, each interview was analysed sentence by sentence, and the text of in-
terest was coded. The frequency of each code (both “yes” and “not”) was the frequency
with which certain sentences were associated with specific codes. A single sentence might
have been coded with multiple codes and not every sentence received one or more codes,
i.e, “sentence” was not the unit of analysis. The data coding was performed inde-
pendently by AM and BR on the text of all interviews; the percentage of agreement was
89.9%. The coders discussed and solved the disagreements. Second, the ATLAS.ti Code-
Document Table function was used to compare the code frequency (“yes” and “not”) be-
tween the 0-3 (nursery schools) and 3-6 divisions (kindergartens).

3. Results

We comment on the results of Table 2 which we consider most relevant for the objec-
tives of our study. For each category, the two most cited inclusion practices (the most
frequent codes in the “yes” column) and the most critical aspects (the most frequent codes
in the “no” column) are reported. Subsequently, we present the most relevant differences
between the two types of service (0-3 and 3-6 divisions).
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3.1. Overall Welcoming Atmosphere

Participants mainly referred to the presence of an overall welcoming atmosphere, e.g.,
“In general, I think the children feel welcome, especially because there is always all the staff
there to greet them, even teachers from other sections”. Specifically, they referred to practices
that made families and children feel welcome. This theme was reported in almost all inter-
views (Table 2); there were no differences between the two types of services.

3.2. Inclusive Social Environment

Participants mainly referred to the effort to promote social interaction (both with
peers and adults), e.g., “I try to facilitate the interaction between him and other children by set-
ting up the space, and by creating small groups to avoid confusion”. Specifically, in the majority
of the interviews, participants mentioned practices for facilitating peer interaction and
play for all children, and children’s involvement in group activities. As a critical aspect,
the lack of opportunity for children to resolve conflicts alone emerged. Some differences
between the two types of services were also present: nursery school educators (0-3 divi-
sion) mentioned more frequently the possibility of involving all children in group activi-
ties as critical, whereas kindergarten teachers (3-6 division) did not. Moreover, kindergar-
ten teachers mentioned encouraging children to develop positive behaviour more fre-
quently than nursery school educators.

3.3. Child-Centred Approach

Participants mainly referred to the theme of a child-centred approach, i.e., respecting
children’s interests, questions, decisions, activities, and learning needs. Practices related
to a child-centred approach most frequently referred to learning activities built on chil-
dren’s interests and choices, the presence of personalised learning support whenever
needed, and the availability of additional and/or external support for the staff, e.g., “Dur-
ing class activities, the support teacher sits next to him, and he does what he feels like and what he
can do”. However, this last aspect was also reported as problematic, e.g., “Ouver time, the
service coordinator changed, and she sent away all the specialised people. In fact, until a few years
ago, the personalised support was 6 h a day, so the child had the opportunity to be supported all
day long, also because ours was a ‘disability nursery school’ [...]. Then, the pedagogical leader who
was there until last year decided to make a different choice and so all these special features were
lost”. There were no differences between the two types of services.

3.4. Child-Friendly Physical Environment

Participants mainly referred to the presence of a suitable, safe, and accessible envi-
ronment for all children, e.g., “We tried to adapt the space to facilitate his participation, so that
he could stay with other children and participate in daily activities with them”. This specific as-
pect of inclusion was mainly given by the opportunity for all children to participate in
daily activities. A difference between the types of division is noteworthy, where kinder-
garten teachers mentioned the suitability of the furniture and equipment for all children
as critical, whereas nursery school educators did not.

3.5. Materials for All Children

Participants mainly referred to the presence of accessible and supportive materials
for the development of all children, e.g., “As suggested by the Local Health Service educator,
we created unstructured games, in which she had to get face-to-face with the personalised learning
support at the table and then she did specific simple interlocking activities”. Participants mostly
reported the presence of interesting games and materials that were easily accessible and
engaging for all children. This feature, along with the presence of professionals who en-
couraged the children to play and share games and materials with their peers, was men-
tioned more frequently by kindergarten teachers than by nursery school educators.
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Adapting materials to facilitate play and learning for all children was reported as difficult,

”

e.g., “We could work on [inclusion] but we lack the primary materials such as books, pillows, ....”.

3.6. Opportunities for Communication for All

Almost all participants referred to the presence of opportunities for communication
for all, e.g., “Images were useful for us to understand him and to allow him to understand us. As
verbal language gradually appeared, we started using pictures less and less. Images were helpful
[...] to make him acquire routines”. The most positively mentioned aspect was the practition-
ers’ effort to organise settings that allowed all children to communicate and use language.
A difference between the divisions regarded the opportunity to communicate for children
with different mother tongues, which was mainly mentioned by the kindergarten teach-
ers.

3.7. Inclusive Teaching and Learning Environment

Participants mainly referred to the presence of an inclusive teaching and learning
environment, e.g., “She liked painting, it was something she was very interested in [...]. In my
opinion, it was a need because she had had little opportunity to move around and to have tactile
experiences in the environment, so all the manipulative, creative, and sensory aspects helped her a
lot”. The majority of interviewees reported practices that allow all children to participate
in regular learning activities and the observation and monitoring of children’s engage-
ment, learning, and support needs by the staff. This latter aspect, along with the use of
diversity and children’s strengths and resources in learning activities, was more fre-
quently cited by kindergarten teachers than nursery school educators. Moreover, the all
participants mentioned their dedication to acknowledging all children’s efforts and
achievements.

3.8. Family-Friendly Environment

Participants mainly referred to the family’s involvement, e.g., “It is essential to create
a trustful relationship with families; this is the basis. Starting with the settling-in phase, whether
they primarily trust us, then it becomes easier for everyone”. For almost all the participants, a
family-friendly environment meant developing trustful relationships with families and
giving parents opportunities to get involved in decision-making about their child’s learn-
ing, development, and support needs. However, trustful relationships with families were
also cited as critical, especially by kindergarten teachers, e.g., “It is difficult for us [to estab-
lish a trustful relationship with the families] because it is hard for them to accept that their child
may have something that is not typical, especially when comparing him/her to other children... and
when we try to point it out, they often feel attacked. Some accept it and go check the situation.
Others feel attacked ‘No, you are wrong, my child is not like that’ so it is quite difficult” .

4. Discussion

The current study contributes to a better understanding of what inclusion means for
practitioners working in Italian ECEC settings and which practice could support or ham-
per the inclusion of children with disabilities. Semi-structured interviews based on the
Self-Reflection Tool [5] were conducted and the qualitative content analysis revealed that
the inclusion of children with disabilities was put into practice by the interviewed practi-
tioners mainly by making all children and their families feel welcomed, personalising chil-
dren’s support for learning, acknowledging all children’s efforts and achievements, and
involving families in trustful relationships and decision-making about their child’s learn-
ing, development, and support.

Regarding the welcoming atmosphere, ECEC practitioners paid attention to welcom-
ing families and children and recognising their specificities, providing support and care.
They reported that families were reassured by knowing that their child with disabilities
would be “treated like everyone else”, albeit respecting individual specificities.
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Educational services should aim at making families feel well-received and accepted, wel-
coming differences as something ordinary [22]. This aspect is fundamental and is clearly
reported in an Italian ministerial document about ECEC (Pedagogical Guidelines for the Ze-
roSix Integrated System and National Curriculum for Early Child-hood Educational Services, see
Table 1), which highlights the role of educational services in welcoming and respecting
everyone’s uniqueness [23]. Also, a welcoming environment and a nice setting are factors
that might influence parents’ satisfaction with a nursery school [24], as parents conceive
high-quality settings where their children’s needs are met to be a safe, bright, and joyful
environment, which provides care and love [25,26].

In the current interviews, the availability of specialised personnel who adopted per-
sonalised strategies was frequently mentioned to facilitate children’s inclusion. The sup-
port teachers were considered fundamental, because they did not just plan specific activ-
ities based on the child’s particular characteristics, but they were also valid support in
moments of particular difficulty, and they were perceived as figures who sustained the
entire work group, as also reported by [22]. Practitioners also stressed the importance of
having additional or external support whenever needed; in fact, many recognized that the
presence of specialised disability professionals helped promote synergistic work among
experts to support children’s needs. However, many participants complained about the
lack of such a specialised figure, and pointed out how they often felt left alone, which is a
critical issue that can be an obstacle to an inclusive environment, as reported by [20].

Moreover, all practitioners stressed the importance of making children’s efforts and
achievements visible and communicating them to the families. The professionals realised
that, when talking about disabilities, they might concentrate on children’s difficulties and
failures, whereas it was essential to give value to strengths and progress and to give chil-
dren explicit feedback to start a virtuous circle and encourage their continued participa-
tion, as reported also by [23,27]. As also reported in an Italian ministerial document about
ECEC, an educational context is inclusive when it values individual differences, recog-
nizes and develops potential, focuses on the individual, and makes everyone feel active
and involved in their own personal growth path [23].

Finally, almost all practitioners stressed the importance of getting families involved,
by developing a good relationship, in decision-making about the children’s learning, de-
velopment, and support. The practitioners acknowledged the importance of collaborating
with families to share the educational objectives they want to achieve with children,
thanks to initial and periodic meetings, and also getting other professionals involved, such
as neuropsychiatrists and speech therapists who work with the children. Indeed, building
good cooperation by having regular communication between professionals and families
is a key point of inclusion [28] to create a common educational goal, an aspect that both
educators and families strongly value [24,26]. This aspect is one of the central issues also
reported in the Pedagogical Guidelines of Italian ECEC, in which explicit reference is
made to the importance of mutual knowledge and communication between parents and
professionals, and to the co-planning of educational paths, which are essential elements
for creating a strong, cooperative education and building and maintaining trustful rela-
tionships with families [23].

The theme of a trustful relationship with families turned out to be a noteworthy find-
ing, as it was cited both as a positive and a critical aspect in the process of inclusion. Col-
laboration with parents and consistency in educational approaches among adults are es-
sential in supporting children’s needs, as found also in [24]. Furthermore, parents can find
a source of support in the relationship with professionals, sharing their insights and con-
cerns with them [26]. However, sometimes, building positive relationships and commu-
nication could be challenging, as many parents struggle to accept their child’s difficulties,
e.g., “[The father] did not accept that his child had a problem, even if it was certified. Therefore,
there was no dialogue with the father”. Thus, many practitioners reported the fundamental
need to accompany families toward such an awareness without making them feel judged.
For parents of children with disabilities, experiencing a relational space where they can
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share both worries and joy for small daily achievements is an important form of support
and ECEC services can be a privileged context for creating such a relationship with the
practitioners [29]. In many cases, in fact, ECEC settings are the contexts in which children’s
special needs and disabilities are actually noticed for the first time; recognizing them is
often difficult for parents, and therefore the presence of sensitive, responsible, and com-
petent educators/teachers is essential to start a constructive dialogue based on a positive
perspective of the child’s growth [23].

Notably, the Self-Reflection Tool allowed for an analysis of the environmental factors
that support inclusion, which are fully coherent with the bio—psycho-social model of the
ICF [9]. The themes that emerged were mainly related to the factors “Products and technol-
ogies for communication” and “Products and technologies for education” (e.g., opportuni-
ties for communication for all, materials for all children, child-friendly physical environ-
ment) and to the factors “Support and relationship with people of position of authority” and
“Individual attitudes of people in positions of authority”, i.e., the practitioners of the ser-
vices (e.g., overall welcoming atmosphere, inclusive social environment, child-centred ap-
proach, inclusive teaching and learning environment, family-friendly environment).

One of the objectives of the current study was to identify differences between the two
types of services, the 0-3 and 36 divisions. We found that kindergarten teachers more fre-
quently mentioned the effort to encourage children to develop positive behaviours toward
peers, such as cooperative behaviours, or getting engaged in interactive play. Valuing and pro-
moting prosocial behaviours are crucial to contribute to the development of a difference-con-
scious attitude that allows every child to feel recognized for her/his own characteristics [22].

Another aspect in which differences between types of services were found concerned
the materials for all children; kindergarten teachers referred more frequently than the
nursery educators to the presence of interesting, easily accessible, and engaging toys for
all children. They also commented more frequently on encouraging children to play and
share toys and materials with peers. Kindergarten teachers were more likely to offer chil-
dren their favourite materials, which were also offered at home and so were more familiar.
Moreover, they tried to serve as mediators when the children had difficulties accepting
the presence of peers during play activities.

Regarding the opportunity to communicate for children with disabilities and with
mother tongues other than the Italian language, kindergarten teachers underlined the ef-
fort and positive results that the children achieved in expressing themselves and being
understood by peers and staff, whereas nursery school educators did not. In some cases,
kindergarten teachers mentioned understanding children’s needs through gestures. Help-
ing children understand and use language is an important developmental aspect that
practitioners generally care about [30].

The last aspects recalled more frequently by kindergarten teachers than by nursery
school educators concerned the effort to create an authentic inclusive teaching and learn-
ing environment. Specifically, kindergarten teachers more often mentioned the use of di-
versity and children’s strengths and resources in learning activities and the observation
and monitoring of children’s engagement and learning. This is in line with an integrated
vision of the person, considered in their entirety, going beyond the diagnosis and high-
lighting the potential of the individual rather than their shortcomings, aiming to lead to a
renewed perspective of inclusion [23]. Moreover, kindergarten teachers often reported us-
ing strategies such as peer tutoring to promote the inclusion of the child with disabilities.
Peer tutoring is useful for facilitating relationships among children and encouraging the
gradual inclusion of the child with disabilities into the larger group. Moreover, it stimu-
lates modelling and role-playing [22]. Kindergarten teachers also stressed the importance
of systematically observing children’s engagement and support needs and documenting
the observations using diaries in order to share information with other professionals and
with families. Diaries are also useful for documenting the history and the identity of the
children and for keeping memories of their growth [31].
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Our study presents some limitations. First, a small number of participants were in-
volved; therefore, we cannot generalize the results to all Italian educational services. Fur-
thermore, we conducted a deductive content analysis, based on the eight dimensions of
the Self-Reflection Tool, and a future inductive content analysis could discover other
themes that were present in the interviews but were not detected by the coding system.
Also, each question of the interview focused on some inclusion dimensions, and this
might have raised certain responses and not others. Finally, it is possible that the practi-
tioners” answers might have been influenced by social desirability.

5. Conclusions

The current study enriches the literature on the topic of inclusion in ECEC services,
as it reports Italian professionals” points of view on their practices. Regarding the first aim
of the study, in the practitioners’ view, a central aspect of inclusion is that all children are
equally welcomed and valued, while at the same time their individual needs and require-
ments are taken into account in the organization of everyday life and educational oppor-
tunities. As for the second aim of the study, according to practitioners, especially the avail-
ability of specialised disability professionals as well as a trustful and cooperative relation-
ship with the children’s families are critical for successful inclusive processes. Finally, con-
cerning the third aim of the study, compared to practitioners working in nursery schools,
kindergarten teachers more frequently mentioned supporting prosocial behaviours, fos-
tering peer interaction, focusing on the ability to express oneself and being understood by
peers and staff, and using peer tutoring to promote the inclusion of a child with disabili-
ties.

Our paper contributes to the literature that discusses the view of European ECEC
practitioners about inclusion. The current results are in line with what was observed in
other countries. In Croatia [17], the themes that emerged, i.e., ‘taking the values of per-
sonal and social development in first place” and ‘emphasis on every child” seem to be per-
tinent with the dimension “child-centred approach’ that we reported. In Cyprus [18], the
professionals discussed the themes of ‘creating learning opportunities for all children” and
‘responding to all children’s needs by working with and through other adults’, which are
in line with the dimensions of a ‘child-centred approach’, ‘materials for all children’, ‘op-
portunities for communication for all’, and an “inclusive teaching and learning environ-
ment’. In Ireland [19], inclusion was related to ‘actively involving [children] in all aspects
of preschool life, at a level that can be adapted to the child’s capabilities’, an aspect that
also is in line with several dimensions of our analysis. Interestingly, in Sweden [20], the
awareness that a full realization of inclusion is not actually present for all children also
emerged and, in the current paper, this aspect has been evidenced for children with disa-
bilities through the discussion of the presence or the absence of each category that was
taken into account.

Since in Italy, historically, the ECEC system has been mainly split, our study analysed
the differences in inclusive practices between nursery schools (0-3 division) and kinder-
gartens (3—6 division); to our knowledge, no other study with the same characteristics as
ours has been published to date. Beyond the specific differences in how each individual
category was mentioned by nursery school educators and kindergarten teachers, the var-
ious dimensions of inclusion were cited in the narratives of the professionals, demonstrat-
ing how they shared very similar underlying epistemologies.

In conclusion, this study adds to the current literature on how practitioners imple-
ment inclusive practices for children with disabilities in different countries, and what bar-
riers or critical aspects might hamper inclusive processes. Despite the critical issues, from
the interviews in the present study, an idea of inclusion which is coherent with the aims
of the ministerial document of Italian ECEC emerges [23], where the inclusion of all chil-
dren within educational services should overcome the logic of mere “integration” of chil-
dren with disabilities and should embrace a broader perspective of education that truly
welcomes, supports, and values the differences of each individual. Welcoming the
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diversity and special needs of children is therefore a priority of ECEC services, which
means recognizing the right to education of all children.
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Appendix A

List of the questions of the semi-structured interview (English translation of original
wording in Italian)

Part 1

1. In your opinion, does your setting work in an inclusive way when professionals in-
teract with children?

2. Inyour opinion, does your setting work inclusively when the staff interfaces with the
parents of the child with disabilities?

3. In your opinion, does your setting work inclusively when professionals talk to each
other about children with disabilities?

Part 2
Select a child with disabilities with whom you have worked or are working, and keep
him in mind to answer the questions I will ask you.

4.  First, describe him/her briefly.

5. What do you do to make the child feel welcome when entering the setting?

6. What do you do to make children play together? What activities, what organisation
of spaces and objects do you prepare? And how is peer interaction facilitated for all
children?

7. How do you recognize the child’s interests and needs? How does the child manifest
them?

8. How do you build on daily activities on the child’s interests and needs?

9. What aspects of the physical environment facilitate the child’s participation in daily life
in the setting?

10. What materials does the child play the most? And which ones encourage the child to play
and communicate with peers?

11. How is the child’s communication with you and peers facilitated? Can the child com-
municate to the best of his/her ability?

12.  What do you do to allow the child to participate as much as possible in daily activities?

13. How do you acknowledge the child’s efforts and achievements?

14. How are parents involved in decision-making about their child’s daily activities? Do
you meet parents in planning educational choices?

15. What additional resources would you need in your setting to improve inclusive
working?
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16. In your setting, do you have the possibility of training on the topic of inclusion?
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