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CREATING A STIMULATING INCLUSIVE ENVIRONMENT                 

IN PRESCHOOL TEACHING  

Abstract: It has been proven that only high-quality services of competent 

preschool teachers lead to benefits, whereas low quality services have a significant 

negative effect on children and society overall. If preschool teachers are competent for 

planning and creating stimulating, acceptable and inclusive activities, the effect is 

evident not only in the child’s overall development, but also in the quality of their 

own work and the preschool institution in general. The questionnaire on creating an 

inclusive environment was distributed to 204 preschool teachers working in early 

childhood education institutions in Croatia. The aim was to examine the extent to 

which preschool teachers plan and create an inclusive environment in early childhood 

institutions with emphasis on offering educational support and development of social 

skills and habits in children. The statements were interpreted and elaborated through a 

qualitative analysis of frequencies. The results show preschool teachers’ high 

awareness of creating an inclusive environment, though there is still lack of methods 

for adapting work with children with special educational needs. Reforms should 

certainly give priority to issues of quality and continuous professional development of 

preschool teachers.  

Keywords: children with special educational needs, inclusive 

environment, preschool teachers, self-assessment of competence. 

INTRODUCTION 

Early childhood care and education embraces care and education from birth to 

the age of eight (UNESCO, 2021) which is considered the critical period for a 

child’s intellectual, emotional, social, physical, and moral development (UNICEF, 

2006). Therefore, the influences of the environment and relationships which 

surround children play an essential role in acquiring a way of coexistence in 

heterogeneous societies. Experiences which children of early childhood and 

preschool age acquire through social-emotional learning can ensure the acquisition 

of emphatic behavior and learning about their rights, equality, tolerance, and 
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diversity. Creating a stimulating inclusive environment can contribute to cohesion 

and inclusion of all children in an educational group.  

The fundamental role of early childhood and preschool education refers to the 

policies and resources which provide a holistic model for universal and targeted 

support for all children. Thoughts on how to create a positive and inclusive 

environment for learning and how to enable quality and adequate support for 

children’s functioning and learning needs create conditions for a complete and 

harmonious development of a child’s personality and growth. In that context, some 

research and preschool education system models showed that the inclusion of 

children into the early childhood and preschool education system has a particular 

importance for preparing children from all surroundings and with various abilities 

and possibilities for success in lifelong learning. The result of the Programme for 

International Student Assessment (PISA) shows that, even after taking into 

consideration the socio-economic status, children who attended preschool education 

have a tendency to surpass their peers who have not been included in the system of 

early childhood and preschool education (Bartolo, Björck-Åkesson, Giné,  

Kyriazopoulou, 2016). This promotes and facilitates educational inclusion, enabling 

children to receive targeted support in a universal environment and avoids the need 

for identifying and segregating children based on special educational needs (Shepley 

& Grisham-Brown, 2019). It is evident that learning environments should aim to 

include all children, make everyone feel welcome and offer everyone the same 

chance for participation, i.e., they should be inclusive. In this attempt, i.e., in 

creating a stimulating inclusive environment, the universal pedagogical design has 

the most relevance. In so doing, principles of support in planning learning 

environments which will offer educational support and develop social skills and 

habits in children according to their individual abilities and possibilities are applied. 

Creating a stimulative inclusive environment and universal pedagogical design is 

founded on the results from cognitive neuroscience. These results reveal the needs 

of individual children who differ in the way they perceive and understand 

information, the way they handle their learning environment in order to express 

knowledge, the way they are engaged in or motivated for learning, along with the 

knowledge that environments for learning in groups function best when they offer a 

sense of security and inclusion with the ways in which children can be included in  

the community experience (Brown, 2019; Lipe, 2018; Rose, Harbour, Johnston, 

Daley & Abarbanell, 2006; Strange & Nanning, 2001). An example of a quality 

model of such policies and preschool practices is the Access and Inclusion Model 
(AIM) in Ireland. AIM is a support model developed to ensure that children with 

developmental difficulties can have access to regular early childhood and preschool 

education programs (AIM, 2020). The model comprises seven levels of progressive 

support offering practical resources depending on a child’s individual educational 

needs. The support offered within the model is planned according to the complexity 

of a child’s learning needs starting from universal support, such as inclusive culture, 

information for parents, service providers, and qualified, competent and confident 
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professionals. Complex support includes approaches such as professional guidance, 

equipment, targeted therapy intervention and additional help. Monitoring a child’s 

individual outcomes is also important for support in the early identification of needs, 

establishing whether individual educational needs for learning are being met or 

whether additional, targeted support is needed in order to provide children with an 

equal approach. However, there is a risk that such practices result in pathologizing 

requests for support to children by creating a dichotomy between children with 

typical development, i.e., children without difficulties, and children with special 

educational needs, i.e. children with difficulties. In so doing, what is expected and 

what is possible to achieve by some children is decided in advance.   

Numerous programs for early childhood find social-emotional development 

and related skills to be critical components of the preschool curriculum. Considering 

the fact that solving social issues which occur during play is relevant for children in 

order to use the developmental advantages, high-quality preschool practice is 

characterized by preschool teachers planning learning activities based on play with 

all children so as to develop their emotional competence (Costin & Jones, 1992; 

Kennedy, 2018). According to Kennedy (2018), social competence is a notion which 

covers a series of various internal factors and external behaviors influencing the 

probability and quality of social interactions and is part of a complex system that 

occurs in a child’s environment, demanding prevention, estimate, and intervention. 

Therefore, the key responsibility for offering support to small children, particularly 

to children with difficulties, in order to develop positive social relationships, skills 

and habits lies with the preschool teacher. Research has shown that experiences that 

children go through during the developmental stage of early childhood and 

preschool education are initiators of many changes, one of which is cognitive 

development where a strong relationship starts to develop between action and 

knowledge (Best, 2010; Donnelly & Lambourne, 2011; Tortella, Haga, Ingebrigtsen, 

Fumagalli, Sigmundsson, 2019). Therefore, experiences acquired during that period 

form the child’s development (Jones, Hinkley, Okely, Salmon, 2013; Tandon et al., 

2016; Walk, Evers, Quante, Hille, 2018). Activities which preschool teachers plan 

with the aim of gaining positive experiences have to be meaningful, practical 

(Rushton, 2011), integrated, and globalizing. They have to be planned by adopting a 

differentiated and individualized approach which is based on acquired experience, 

movement, child’s activity, and play and they need to be applied in an environment 

which is safe, caring and of mutual trust (Hassani et al., 2020; Nielsen-Rodríguez, 

Romance & Dobado-Castañeda, 2021). In addition, preschool teachers’ 

competences, perceptions, and characteristics are also important. Research has 

shown that their individual teaching styles, trust in inclusive processes and their 

significance, their ability to adopt a flexible teaching approach and support of 

individualized processes in line with the various abilities and capacities of children 

in their educational groups influence the quality of creating an inclusive 

environment and acceptance of inclusion (Goh, Hannon, Webster, Podlog, 2017; 

Hassani et al., 2020; Naylor et al., 2015; Nielsen, Klakk, Bugge, Andreasen, 
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Skovgaard, 2018; Routen, Johnston, Glazebrook, Sherar, 2018; Webster et al., 

2017). On the other hand, characteristics and limitations of the environment should 

be taken into consideration along with monitoring and observing possible needs of 

children, such as the ability to move or communicate, including their individual 

differences, physical and cognitive abilities, developmental level and complexity of 

the educational group (Nielsen-Rodríguez et al., 2021). 

In line with those interpretations, it is the preschool teacher who has the 

greatest influence on the development and achievement of children in the preschool 

education system. If lack of a preschool teacher’s competences leads to misleading 

interpretations of a child’s abilities and capacities, rejection of children with special 

educational needs or developmental differences due to lack of inclusion, support and 

offering developmentally appropriate interventions, a key question emerges – to 

what extent is a stimulating environment created in the area of early childhood and 

preschool education? Although these are obviously systematic issues that affect 

preschool teachers which are not caused by them, preschool teachers are in many 

ways key stakeholders in developing developmentally supportive and inclusive 

educational environments (Kennedy, 2018). 

In that context, the aim of this paper is to examine, according to preschool 

teachers’ self-assessment, the extent to which they plan and implement an inclusive 

environment in preschool institutions, with emphasis on offering educational support 

and developing social skills and habits in children.   

The following research questions were addressed:  

1. How often do preschool teachers create particular procedures which 

stimulate individual abilities and capacities of children when offering 

educational support?  

2. How often do preschool teachers encourage, plan, initiate and create 

activities for the development of social skills and habits in children?  
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METHOD 

The sample of respondents 

This research was conducted on a sample of 204 preschool teachers (F = 

99.5% and M = 0.5%) employed in early childhood and preschool institutions in the 

Republic of Croatia. Table 1 shows the structure of the sample with respect to the 

years of work experience and their professional qualifications (completed degree of 

education).  

Table 1. Sample structure by work experience and qualifications                                           
(N = 204) 

 
Work                       

experience 
% 

Professional 

qualification 
% 

up to 5 years 30.3 undergrad. study 54.9 

6–10 years 22.5 graduate study 45.1 

11–15 years 13.5   

16–20 years 12.6  

 
21–25 years 9.6 

26–30 years 7.5 

more than 30 years 4.0 

Total 100  100 

Measuring instrument and data processing methods 

For the purpose of this research, a questionnaire for preschool teachers on 

creating an inclusive environment was designed and distributed online using the 

application Google forms. Upon informing the participants of the purpose and aim 

of the research, all ethical aspects of research were adhered to (the research was 

voluntary, anonymous, and ensured data confidentiality). The first part of the 

questionnaire referred to socio-demographic characteristics of the participants 

(gender, work experience, and qualifications). The second part of the questionnaire 

comprised 14 statements on educational support that preschool teachers plan, initiate 

and create within the framework of implementing activities for creating a 

stimulating inclusive environment in their educational institutions. The items in the 

questionnaire are in agreement with recommendations of The Council of The 

European Union (2019) titled Council Recommendation on High-Quality Early 

Childhood Education and Care Systems (2019/C 189/02). The questionnaire 

comprises statements formulated using the mentioned document for which preschool 
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teachers gave their self-assessment on a four-degree Likert scale (1-never, 2-

sometimes, 3-often, 4-regularly) regarding the implementation of educational 

support and frequency of encouraging, planning, initiating and creating activities for 

the development of social skills and habits in children. The variables are structured, 

interpreted and elaborated through a quantitative analysis of frequencies in two 

groups. The first group of variables, under the heading Offering educational support 

(Table 2), refers to preschool teachers’ self-assessment of frequency; creating 

activities for the development of various learning experiences according to the 

individual needs of children, gathering, observing and documenting information on 

children (formative assessment), procedures for encouraging children to self-assess 

and act so as to develop autonomy and regulation of own learning and behavior, 

understanding own experiences and environments, taking risks, experimenting, 

creativity, various forms of communication and frequency of adaptation processes 

and individualized approach to children with special educational needs (children 

with difficulties and gifted children). The second group, under the heading 

Developing social skills and habits (Table 3), refers to preschool teachers’ self-

assessment of the frequency of creating activities based on: encouraging dialogue 

between children for the purpose of tolerance and accepting differences, various 

interactive and cooperative work forms, children’s acquisition of experience of 

group cohesion and sense of acceptance, initiating and creating activities for 

developing social skills and habits in children, and creating a supportive spatial-

material environment for social interaction. Based on the variables grouped in the 

questionnaire for an overview of frequency of creating a stimulating inclusive 

environment, the distribution of data frequency was used. Data was calculated in 

percentage and displayed in tables.   
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Data obtained from the questionnaire was processed and analyzed using 

descriptive statistics. Taking into consideration the applied quantitative 

methodology through analysis of frequencies, Table 2 shows the distribution of 

frequencies of results according to the degree of preschool teachers’ self-assessment 

of the frequency of offering particular procedures for stimulating individual abilities 

and capacities of children.   

Table 2. Distribution of frequencies of results –                                                              
Offering educational support (%) 

Offering educational support 

Never 

% 

Sometime

s 

% 

Often 

% 

Regularly 

% 

Creating various learning experiences 

according to children’s individual needs  
0.5 7.5 50.5 41.5 

Monitoring, collecting, assessing, 

documenting and interpreting  

information on a child 

1.9 13.6 45.8 38.7 

Encouraging children to action for                   

the purpose of autonomy and regulation                

of one’s own learning and behavior 

9.8 10.3 22.0 57.9 

Encouraging children to take risks               

and experiment  
0 9.7 58.0 32.3 

Encouraging children to broadly 

understand their own experiences                  

and environments in which they live  

0 7.5 52.3 40.2 

Empowering children for more attentive 

observation and research of occurrences  
0 2.9 57.4 39.7 

Empowering the artistic and                      

creative potential in children  
0.5 6.1 38.3 55.1 

Encouraging children for various                 

forms of communication  
0 3.3 36.9 59.8 

Encouraging children to self-assess  0.5 20.1 52.3 27.1 

Ensuring procedures of adaptation                

and individualized approach towards 

children with difficulties and gifted 

children  

9.9 33.0 16.4 40.7 
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The results in Table 2 show that preschool teachers mostly self-assess 

offering educational support to children as often and regularly. The majority of 

preschool teachers self-assess that they regularly encourage children in various 

forms of communication (59.8%), along with acting for the purpose of autonomy 

and regulation of one’s own learning and behavior (57.9%), which indicates 

providing opportunities for children’s early exposure to language, learning language 

through play and all other forms for stimulating communication, taking into 

consideration special needs of children with difficulties in the sound-language-

speech communication spectrum. What is more, 55.1% of preschool teachers 

regularly empower the artistic and creative potential in children. The majority of 

preschool teachers (58%) self-assess that they often encourage children to take risks 

and experiment during group work. Of all the participants, 57.4% deem that through 

planned activities they often empower children in more careful observation and 

investigation of occurrences. Around half of the preschool teachers (50.5%) estimate 

that they often create and think of activities for various learning experiences in 

agreement with the individual needs of children and that they frequently encourage 

children to self-assess (52.3%), but also around 20% of the participants do that only 

occasionally. Around half of the preschool teachers (45.8%) self-assess that they 

often collect, observe and monitor, document and interpret information on a child. 

33% of preschool teachers find that they only sometimes adapt and individualize 

their approach in activities for children with difficulties and gifted children, while 

40.7% of them estimate doing that regularly. The results lead to the conclusion that 

preschool teachers mostly self-assess that they regularly and often offer educational 

support to children in creating particular procedures for encouraging their individual 

abilities and capacities, which surely opens up possibilities for research, exploration 

of opportunities in interaction with other children and understanding what has been 

learned, thereby becoming the protagonists of their own learning process (Slunjski, 

2008). The Council Recommendation on High-Quality Early Childhood Education 

and Care Systems (2019) emphasizes the importance of improving the development 

of the curriculum for early childhood and preschool education in the sense of 

pursuing the interests of children, nurturing their wellbeing and meeting the unique 

needs and potentials of each individual child, among them those with special 

educational needs and children in sensitive or disadvantaged situations. 

Documenting and interpreting information on a child is very important for a child's 

learning process and in order for preschool teachers to gain insight into the child’s 

individual development and progress, his/her achievements and interests, 

development of social skills and habits and in creating appropriate developmental 

and social incentives. Approaches of support which are the backbone of holistic 

learning and development of a child should encompass balance in offering social-

emotional and cognitive development, emphasizing play, contact with nature,  role 

of music, art and physical activity. In creating such a stimulating and inclusive 

environment where each child will participate in line with their abilities, capacities 

and interests, the role of the preschool teacher is significant in promoting 

participation of all children, development of their initiative, independence, problem 
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solving, creativity for encouraging affinity for learning, with the aim of thinking, 

researching and interpersonal cooperation.  

Table 3 shows the distribution of frequencies of results according to the 

degree of preschool teachers’ self-assessment of the frequency of creating activities 

for stimulating and developing social skills and habits in children.  

Table 3. Distribution of frequencies of results –                                                       

Developing social skills and habits (%) 

Developing social skills and habits 
Never 

% 

Sometimes 

% 

Often 

% 

Regularly 

% 

Planning activities for stimulating              

various interactions and cooperative   

forms of work  

0 8.9 50.9 40.2 

Encouraging dialogue between 

children for developing tolerance               

and accepting differences  

0 5.6 35.5 58.9 

Initiating activities which contribute  

to children’s acquisition of experience              

of group cohesion and sense                           

of acceptance 

0 3.3 38.3 58.4 

Creating spatial-material stimulating 

environment for social interactions  
3.3 20.3 48.6 31.1 

 

The distribution of frequencies of results according to the degree of preschool 

teachers’ self-assessment (Table 3) shows that for encouraging and developing 

social skills and habits of children preschool teachers mostly and regularly 

encourage dialogue among children in order to develop tolerance and accept 

differences during activities (58.9%) and initiate activities which contribute to 

children experiencing group cohesion and sense of being accepted (58.4%). What is 

more, half of the participants (50.9%) state that they often plan activities through 

which they stimulate various interactions and cooperative work forms and that they 

create a stimulating spatial-material environment for social interactions (48.6%). 

These results show a high awareness of preschool teachers in their attempt to 

stimulate empathy, compassion, interpersonal respect, and awareness when referring 

to equality and differences between children. However, around 20% of the 

participants only sometimes create an environment which is stimulating, where 

positive social interactions prevail, in which mutual trust is built, and individuality 

of children encouraged. Such results lead to the conclusion that preschool teachers 

largely regularly and often stimulate, plan, initiate and create activities for the 

development of social skills and habits in children. Quality implementation of the 

educational process has, to a great extent, the function of empowering and 
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stimulating initiative in children. For preschool teachers, quality observation implies 

observing, monitoring and understanding of children’s educational needs, activities 

for children and discovery of meaning that such activities have for children. In the 

process of child learning, it is important to encourage action, autonomy and 

regulation of one’s own learning and behavior from an early age. The effort to have 

preschool teachers continuously develop their competences that will meet individual 

needs of children of different origin and children with special educational needs, 

including children with difficulties, empowers the preschool teachers in working 

with diverse groups. In that sense, it is necessary to regularly promote the status of 

preschool teachers by establishing high professional standards with possibilities of 

advancement and continuous professional development. In so doing, when creating a 

stimulating environment for educational inclusion, they would be able to plan and 

implement activities according to educational and developmental needs of children, 

but also according to relevant social trends, equality and an overall understanding of 

children’s rights.  

CONCLUSIONS 

The aim of this paper was to research the extent to which preschool teachers 

self-assess the frequency of planning and implementing an inclusive environment in 

preschool institutions they work in with emphasis on offering educational support 

and development of social skills and habits in children. The results show that 

preschool teachers, to a large extent, self-assess that they often and regularly plan 

and implement an inclusive environment in their preschool institutions in offering 

educational support and in developing social skills and habits in children. Such 

results lead to the conclusion that it is possible that the obtained results reflect 

teachers’ personal assessment of competences, which can also be correlated with the 

length of their work experience which affects the self-assessment of competences for 

successful planning and implementing of an inclusive environment. Therefore, the 

results of this study should be observed as preliminary and as an incentive for 

further research considering that the limitations of this research are the number of 

participants, years of their work experience and presence of participants’ possible 

interpersonal differences. The results show that preschool teachers promote and 

create an inclusive environment in their educational practice which is certainly the 

foundation for further transparent and harmonized assessment and evaluation of 

early childhood and preschool education services for the purpose of developing and 

implementing further policies in the system of early childhood and preschool 

education. Efficient approaches in further contemplating how to continuously 

improve the quality of inclusive early childhood and preschool education with the 

aim of creating a stimulating inclusive environment could imply the use of tools for 

self-assessment and guidelines within the framework of control management at the 

system level, as well as strategies of support to professionals in kindergartens. That 

would include the application of adequate and appropriate methods in order to 
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stimulate participation of all children in activities and assess teachers’ attitudes, 

doubts, work needs and ideas; application of existing tools for self-assessing the 

inclusive environment for learning in early childhood and preschool education, 

promotion of further integration of early childhood and preschool education into the 

educational continuum; strengthening and expanding cooperation between 

professionals in the area of early childhood and preschool education and primary 

school staff, parents, and the local community for a faster, simpler and more quality 

transition of children with various educational needs to primary school.  
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СТВАРАЊЕ ПОДСТИЦАЈНОГ ИНКЛУЗИВНОГ ОКРУЖЕЊА                                     

У ПРЕДШКОЛСКОЈ ПРАКСИ 

Резиме 

Доказано је да само квалитетне услуге компетентних васпитача доносе 

корист деци и друштву у целини, док неквалитетне услуге имају значајан негати-

ван утицај на децу и друштво у целини. Ако су васпитачи компетентни да плани-

рају и креирају подстицајне активности које су приступачне, прихватљиве и 

инклузивне, то утиче не само на целокупни развој детета већ и на квалитет њихо-

вог рада и предшколске установе уопште. На узорку од 204 васпитача из пред-

школских установа у Републици Хрватској примењен је упитник о стварању 

инклузивног окружења. Циљ рада је истражити у којој мери васпитачи планирају и 

реализирају инклузивно окружење у предшколским установама, с нагласком на 

пружање васпитно-образовне подршке, те развој социјалних вештина и навика код 

деце. Квантитативном анализом фреквенција интерпретиране су и аргументоване 

груписане тврдње из упитника. Резултати указују на високу свест васпитача када 

је у питању стварање  инклузивног окружења, али и на то да још увек недовољно 

обезбеђују методе адаптације у раду са децом са посебним образовним потребама. 

Реформе свакако треба да дају приоритет питањима квалитета и континуираног 

усавршавања васпитача. 

Кључне речи: дјеца с посебним васпитно-образовним потребама, 

инклузивно окружење, васпитач, самопроцена, компетентност.  

 


