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Abstract

At the preschool level, many parents have not realised that their child has special
needs, the importance of early intervention is misplaced by sending children to playschool or
preschool. As a result, the preschool teacher finds herself wearing different hats and playing
different roles to ensure all her tiny buds bloom into beautiful human beings. This study aims
to look at the challenges these teachers face in inclusive classrooms. Ten teachers in an
inclusive preschool participated in a focus group discussion which highlighted their
challenges. Four senior staffs were then interviewed and the data was substantiated. Results
indicated five main areas of concern;(1) Classroom management (2) Social Communication
(3) Parents (4) Curriculum adaptation and (5) Feeding. In order to quantify the findings of the
study, a questionnaire which included the five domains was distributed to thirty two teachers
from various preschools. Findings suggest that many teachers had positive attitudes towards
CWSN and inclusion at the preschool level but were uncertain of its benefits for older
children. Teachers who work in the preschools of the future should have appropriate
knowledge and skills to meet the needs of all young children regardless of their
characteristics or level of abilities.

Keywords: Preschool teachers, inclusive school, challenges, special
needs.
Introduction

Teachers play a huge role in shaping our future generation. Preschools or playschools
are the first exposure to schools many children encounter. Accessibility in early childhood
programs means that all children can interact with materials, activities, teachers and peers to
the fullest extent possible and with equal frequency and enjoyment (Conn- Powers et al.2006;
Klein,Cook & Richardsan Gibbs 2000).1t is empirical that these teachers are trained not only
to teach children with various needs but also to identify children who may show signs of
special needs. However in order to develop effective teacher training programs that meets
their needs, it is vital to know the teacher’s level of knowledge related to inclusive practises
as well as their attitudes towards this issue.

In India, the Right to Education Act (RTE), 2009, made education in primary school
free and compulsory. Admission, attendance and completion of quality elementary education
must be ensured to all children. The age group targeted in the primary school is from six to
fourteen years. The weaker and disadvantaged population should not be discriminated while
considering primary education. This indicates that children with disabilities are allowed to be
an integral part of the school community legally. A study by Baker, Wang and Walberg
(1994) claim that children with special needs educated in inclusive settings perform better
academically and socially when compared to children educated in non-inclusive settings.
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UNESCO’s(2009) policy brief on early childhood education also agrees with the above facts
and calls for inclusion for children with special needs in early care settings.

Challenges in bringing about inclusion at the preschool and elementary level are
many. India being a country with a diverse cultural, lingual, geographical and economic
status, not all areas have schools which are accessible. There is a shortage of special
educators and a lack of quality programs for the students that they serve. Ntvmi (2016)
explored teaching methods used in preschools in Cape Coast Metropolis and found that
though regular teachers maybe open to inclusion, they do not know how to modify the
existing curriculum to meet the needs of the special children. Lack of parent involvement and
not enough teaching learning material also make the situation difficult.

Statement of the Problem

In India, there are preschools found in every corner. The purpose of this study is to
understand whether these preschools are able to cater towards inclusion. To explore the
challenges the teachers face in working with children with special needs (CWSN) so that they
may be guided or trained to help the children in their classrooms. This study was conducted
in Vellore, Tamil Nadu.

Method

This study was conducted in two parts. First the data emerged qualitatively from a
single inclusive preschool where ten staff participated in a focus group discussion on the
challenges they faced working with CWSN. Five broad themes emerged from this discussion.
Interviews were conducted with senior staff and the school principal. The researcher was
granted formal permission to observe the sessions. Notes were meticulously made on the
CWSN, the peers, classroom structure, preschool teachers and so on. Sessions were observed
in the classroom, during free play in the ground, in the activity room and also in the ball pool
(for playgroup children).The areas of concern identified were (1) Classroom management (2)
Social Communication (3) Parents (4) Curriculum adaptation and (5) Feeding.

In order to understand the challenges faced by preschool teachers in dealing with CWSN on a
larger scale. The researcher conducted the second part of the study quantitatively. A 10-item
questionnaire was prepared with two questions on each domain. The questions were arranged
in a mixed manner. The participant demographics were collected along with answers of the
closed set questionnaire. To ensure the validity of the questionnaire, the above questions were
pilot- tested on the ten teachers in the first preschool to make sure the wording and nature of
questions were appropriate to early childhood care givers. These teachers did not participate
in the second part of the study. The researcher approached eight different preschools in
Vellore for permission to collect data for the study. Thirty two teachers have participated in
the questionnaire.

Results and Discussion

Results from the qualitative data analyses revealed five main challenges that
preschool teachers face in dealing with children with special needs: (1) Classroom
management (2) Social communication (3) Parents (4) Curriculum adaptations (5) Feeding.
These five challenges are described as dimensions and each of these dimensions were
determined to be made up of factors. Each dimension and its respective factors are discussed
in the following section.
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Classroom management

The first dimension is made up of four factors that were noted as important:
Disrupting class activity, behaviour issues, inattentiveness and managing peer group.
Disrupting class activity refers to any action made by the child with special needs which
disturbs the session in progress. Behaviour issues differ from the first factor as it refers to
behavioural challenges that the teacher faces with the child with special needs besides
classroom activities. Inattentiveness refers to the child with special needs not engaging
himself/herself in the classroom activity. Lastly, managing peer group refers to tackling
issues such as teasing or bullying by typically developing peers (TDP) towards the CWSN.

In coding the transcript from the focus group discussion and also the transcripts of
the interviews conducted with senior staff at the school, it was found that classroom
management was the biggest challenged posed by CWSN.

Table 1
Classroom management dimension including factors

Preschool | Interview | Interview | Interview | Interview

Teachers |1 2 3 4

(n=10)
Classroom Management
Disrupting class activity 111 1 111 11 11
Behaviour issues 111 111 1111 1 11
Inattentiveness 1 11 1 1
Managing peer group 11 1111 1 1

“In my class, there is a boy who doesn’t sit in one place. He wants to play. From morning to
noon he’s playing. He’s disturbing the class by playing all the time”. - Staff, Balavihar.

As seen in the table, behaviour issues and disrupting class activity were the major
hurdles the preschool teachers faced. Inattentiveness was comparatively less when compared
to these. Managing peers was tackled well by all the teachers in the preschool.

Social Communication

Social communication as a challenge mainly dealt with interaction which refers to the
difficulty the teachers face in communicating with a CWSN in their class. This includes
eliciting responses from them and also getting them to follow instructions.

After coding, it was found that interaction was the major hurdle that preschool
teachers faced with CWSN. Language as a barrier in social communication was mentioned by

only few teachers.

Table 2
Social Communication dimension including factors

Preschool | Interview | Interview | Interview | Interview

Teachers |1 2 3 4

(n=10)
Social Communication
Language Barrier 1 1 1
Interaction 111 111 1 11111 11
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“Yes in the first term she was not speaking, and then she improved. First only with action she
would communicate. Now she shows when she gets hurt also. She is interested in rhymes and
attempts first or last word. Each child in my class will get a chance to perform a story or
song. She also performs and enjoys this”. — Staff, Balavihar

Communicating and eliciting responses from the CWSN was a challenge that
preschool teachers mentioned in this study. Few also mentioned the challenge in dealing with
children from diverse linguistic backgrounds.

Parents

This dimension encompasses three major factors: Time, Acceptance, and Parents of
Typically Developing Children. The first factor, time is easily explained as the parents
devoting time for their children. The second factor emphasis on parents accepting that their
child has special needs. The third factor looks into dealing with parents of regular peers who
also require counselling in certain cases towards inclusion.

Coding of the transcripts has revealed that majority of the teachers felt that parent’s
acceptance was a challenge in dealing with CWSN as the children were very young. Also as
the preschool caters to working parents, the teachers felt that the time spent with the children
by parents was limited. The challenge posed by peer parents was limited to a few because in
certain classes, the peer parents were unaware of the presence of CWSN in the class of their
child.

Table 3
Parents dimension including factors

Preschool | Interview | Interview | Interview | Interview

Teachers |1 2 3 4

(n=10)
Parents
Time 11 1 11 1 11
Acceptance 11 1 1111 11 11
Parents of TDP 111 11 1 11

“Some children are underage level and parents don’t accept this. So they find it difficult to
follow our system”. — Staff, Balavihar.
Dealing with parents was a challenge mentioned by almost all teachers in this study. The
issues were classified into the factors and distributed as seen above in the table.
Curriculum Adaptations

At the preschool level, most academic concepts are primitive and usually drilling and
repetition is employed as a teaching method. However, in certain cases, the school does not
promote children from the junior to senior class if they have not achieved the basic
parameters of that age level academically. This then, leads to the junior preschool teachers
making adaptations in their subjects to help their students. Those CWSN who have managed
to move on to the senior classroom, also require certain accommodations to help them cope
with their peers.

This dimension consists of two factors which were considered important: Subjects
and Games. The first factor subjects comprise of reading and writing activities related to

4
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English, maths and EVS, the three subjects offered at the school. The games factor includes
free play, structured games and activities conducted by the teacher.

Coding of the transcripts have revealed that curriculum adaptation was necessary in
both subjects and games for complete inclusion. The teachers when interviewed mentioned
interactive methods of teaching which have helped their students. All the teachers also
mentioned how they monitored games with CWSN for encouraging peer interaction.

Table 4
Curriculum Adaptation dimension including factors

Preschool | Interview | Interview | Interview | Interview
Teachers |1 2 3 4
(n=10)

Curriculum Adaptation

Subjects 111 111 111 1111 1

Games 11 11 111 11 1

“We orient them to north south etc, then we show the map. There is a big poster. We make
them stand on the state and then name it. We found that even children who had other issues
were able to understand these concepts and learn through these methods with interactive
education and movement. One topic covers everything else, big, small, numbers, etc,
everything is reinforced “

- Staff, Balavihar.

All the teachers who had special needs children in their classes made adaptations of the
curriculum and concepts for them to learn better. One teacher mentioned how she used stars
for counting because she found that her student with special needs liked stars. Individual
attention was given to all the students. The teachers ensured that all the children actively
participated in the yearly Christmas program. The teachers even encouraged the peers to play
with CWSN during their playtime.

Feeding

The last dimension looks into the nutrition aspect as well the method of feeding. This
comprises of two factors namely: Type of food and Quantity. The first factor includes the
nutrition aspect, water and also form in which food is given. The second factor, quantity
looks at the amount of food which is given for the child and also the method by which the
child feeds.

After coding the transcripts, it was found that the type of food given to the students
was a major concern as regards with the quantity. Most teachers felt that the child could chew
and was given mashed food or the same food daily.

Table 5
Feeding dimension including factors

Preschool | Interview | Interview | Interview | Interview
Teachers |1 2 3 4
(n=10)

Feeding

Type of food 111 111 1 1 1
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| Quantity [1 | |1 | 11 |1

“This is a big problem. They want the child to try a variety of food and they give lots of food
also”.
— Staff, Balavihar.

The teachers only at the playgroup level were directly involved with feeding the children
and so they found it difficult. At the junior and senior class, the helpers were given the duty
of feeding the children and the teacher would only instruct if required. The principal felt that
it was difficult looking into nutrition and feeding of the students as part of the school program
itself as many parents were fussy over their children’s diet. They were also unsure of how
much the child would eat, it was too much or too little.

The type of food varied according to the families; however, it was mashed in some cases
while the children are capable of chewing. The teachers felt that awareness was necessary on
feeding and nutrition for the parents.

Discussion

Qualitative analysis, using the focus group as the unit of analysis was used to identify
the challenges the preschool teachers faced in dealing with children with special needs
(CWSN). Statements were read and coded with the focus group transcript. This led to
identifying and summarizing the themes/ domains that emerged from the data to answer the
specific area of inquiry.

Furthermore, individual interviews were conducted with senior staff of each class in

the preschool. This led to gathering of relevant data to add to the research question.
In this study, the aim was to look into the challenges faced by preschool teachers in inclusive
classrooms. A teacher’s responsibility comprises of knowing all of their children, recognizing
their characteristics, encouraging social behaviours and supporting children to have creative
experiences in preschools while also being able to adapt their instruction to the
developmental level of each child and use strategies that facilitate teaching in the regular
classroom (Honig,1997; Odom,2002;Pavri,2004).

For the second part of the study, a questionnaire was administered to 32 preschool
teachers to see if they felt the same issues challenged them in working with children with
special needs.

Demographic Details

The demographic variables were selected to obtain more specificity and clarity in
analyzing the challenges faced by preschool teachers dealing with special needs. The
variables included age range, academic qualifications and years of experience in handling
preschool children.

Table 6
Demographic Details Sub-domains No. of participants
Age ?g I;rvsv a?)r?anrkS)ove ;(2)
Qualification \?\)Ftﬁout — i
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Less than 5 yrs 19

Experience

5 yrs or more 13

Domain wise

The mean of all the scores obtained on the survey was found for each of the ten
questions. The questions had been categorized to cover the five major domains which were
discussed qualitatively. The mean scores were then arranged based on value to find which
domains were most challenging for the preschool teachers.

Table 7
Domain Denoted as in Table 8
Communication (C) C
Parent Involvement (P) P
Classroom Management (CM) CM
Feeding (F) F
Curriculum Adaptation (CA) CA

Table 8
Question No. Domain Mean
1 P 0.53
2 P 0.15
3 F 0.25
4 F 0.28
5 CA 0.21
6 CM 0.38
7 CM 0.5
8 C 0.7
9 CA 0.25
10 C 0.59

Communication

The two questions pertaining to communication were scored the highest mean values
(Mean- 0.7, 0.59). This indicates that the teachers felt that when a child had special needs in
the classroom, they did not know how to communicate with the child. This is the base for the
teacher to develop a sense of trust with the child. The teachers found that when children had
speech difficulties they did not know how to help the child.

This in turn affects the learning of the child, as the teacher is not clear if the child is
following the concepts, she is not able to asses and evaluate the learning in the classroom. It
also hinders peer group and social interaction. Research from Michigan State University
(2007) indicates that young children’s social skills frequently predict their future academic
and social competence. Hence, it is very important for preschools to give importance to
communication and social learning. Incase of children with special needs, the preschool
teachers must understand how to work with a speech therapist to help the student.

Parent Involvement

The questions involving parent involvement had a mixed response from the teachers (

Mean - 0.53.0.15). Some felt that it was very important for the parents to actively participate

7
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in the learning process to help the child. While in some cases, the parent involvement was too
high and this was not allowing the child to work independently. Also in some cases, the other
parents would object to the behavior of the child with special needs in the classroom and
accommodations had to be made by the schools. In many cases, the preschool teachers felt
that with the hectic life schedule of the families, the parents expected the teachers to initiate
learning in their children and had little involvement in the daily lesson plans. Social
competence is linked to peer acceptance, teacher acceptance, and post school success.
Besides the school, families exert a dominant influence in the lives of children as they
develop socially and emotionally (Cartledge & Kiarie, 2001).

Classroom management

Classroom management (Mean -0.5, 0.38) also posed a high challenge for the teachers
when dealing with special needs. They wanted to know how to deal with behavior challenges
in the classroom of not only children with special needs but also other regular children. Many
teachers said that children would imitate cartoon characters and disrupt classroom activities.
As children are exposed to other children, they become increasingly more aware and
introspective and are able to express their ideas and understand the thoughts and feelings of
others. Their self-consciousness frequently leads to feelings of embarrassment and inability to
cope with criticism.(Richardson,2009)

Feeding

As a challenge, feeding received a comparatively low (mean score- 0.25, 0.28). The
teachers were not sure of how much quantity a child should be fed, dealing with tantrums at
break time and fussy eaters. Many preschools, offered healthy snacks to the children during
break and sent the children home for lunch. In some schools however, the teachers had to
feed the children lunch as the parents would come late to pick the children up. In these cases,
feeding would take time.

Curriculum Adaptation

Adaptation of the curriculum also posed less of a challenge to the teachers (Mean -
0.21, 0.25). Though most teachers were unaware of how it could be done, many were
receptive to the concept. As they handled small groups with assistant teachers to help them,
the teachers were open to making adaptations to their curriculum to help the children with
special needs.

Ntvmi (2016) in his study found that teachers in Cape town Metropolis had difficulty
in understanding the curriculum and how it was to be modified or adapted for children with
social or emotional issues.

Limitations

This study though performed in a mixed manner has many lacunae which hope to be
filled in future studies. It is disheartening to see the status of preschools in Vellore, where
many teachers lack qualification and basic experience. The sample was collected based on
convenience. It would be more justifiable when conducted by a government organization in
an orderly manner. All preschools should have certain basic standards which are to be
maintained while dealing with young children. Many schools are not open to special needs
children and also teachers are unaware of how to identify them or work with such children. A
predefined manual with basic concepts on identification and teaching strategies in the
classroom should be developed to help these teachers work more effectively. Also with the

8
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huge fees that private preschools claim, it is unfair if their staff lack basic qualification and
experience. Parents should be careful while taking admission in such schools. The schools
should invest in trained staff and quality educational services. Nevertheless, results indicate
that all preschool teachers face challenges in dealing with special needs in the classroom. As
it is a social study and certain domains have been predefined, we cannot conclude that these
are the only challenges that the teachers face. The attitude of the management and teachers
and other extra venous variables have not been considered.
Summary and conclusion

Teachers who work in preschools of the future should have appropriate knowledge
and skills to meet the needs of all young children regardless of their characteristics or level of
abilities. Both in-service and pre- service teachers should be provided with course and
training that focus n the acceptance of children with disabilities and should be given specific
strategies to support them as they teach in inclusive classrooms (Pavri & Luftig, 2000). The
preschool teacher programs should be reformulated to offer blended programs that would
include special education strategies and practices that are developmentally appropriate and
focus on preparing them to serve all children (Crane-Mitchel & Hedge, 2007).
Parent teacher associations can be encouraged to discuss the progress and challenges that the
students face. By clear guidance, training and support we can overcome the challenges of
preschool teachers and encourage them to develop positive attitudes towards inclusion of
children with special needs.
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