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1. INTRODUCTION

Inclusive education has emerged as a significant area of global interest within the
field of early childhood education. Despite this growing attention, the practical
implementation of inclusive education continues to present challenges in con-
temporary educational contexts. In response to these challenges, the aim of this
doctoral study is to design a model for implementing inclusive education in early
childhood settings. The quality and effectiveness of the proposed model are
evaluated through a case study conducted in an Estonian kindergarten, as well as
through an intervention study that examines changes in the agency of early
childhood professionals in implementing inclusive education practices.

1.1. Research problem

Education systems around the world are struggling to find more effective ways
to reach out to all children in the community. Inclusive education with increasing
participation and decreasing exclusion for everyone offers a unified approach to
the possibility of achieving good educational outcomes for everyone (Ainscow,
2020; Florian & Panti¢, 2017). Implementation of inclusive education is already
essential at the early childhood education level. High-quality early childhood
education plays an important role in children’s development because low quality
can have long-lasting harmful effects on child development (European Com-
mission, 2014; OECD, 2018; Soukakou et al., 2018) while high-quality kinder-
garten attendance supports children’s developmental possibilities and enhances
school readiness (Naesby, 2018; Vlachau & Fyssa, 2016).

Participating in an inclusive classroom has a positive effect on both children
with special needs and without special needs. Several authors (Kwon et al., 2017,
Noggle, 2018; Odom et al., 2004) indicate that inclusion affects positively the
development of children with special needs. They also highlight the positive
effect on children without special needs and point out that typically developing
children, enrolled in inclusive settings, have a positive attitude towards children
with special needs (Kwon et al., 2017) and they have a better understanding of
special needs, greater knowledge of the implications of special needs and greater
acceptance of people with special needs (Noggle, 2018). Odom and others (2004)
add that they have greater sensitivity to individual differences and they learn to
interact and build relationships with different people. Therefore, it is important to
explore how to support the implementation of inclusive education in early child-
hood education, which is the focus of this doctoral study.

Thus, inclusion has a positive effect on children’s academic skills and social
development (Odom et al., 2011; Vlachou & Fyssa, 2016) and inclusive education
increases recognition and appreciation of diversity (Block et al., 2015). In recent
decades, inclusive education has been a major area of interest globally within the
field of early childhood education (Odom et al., 2004; Vlachou & Fyssa, 2016)



and the basic idea in most international policy documents (Schleicher, 2019;
UNESCO, 2009). Inclusive education is continuously the focus of research (Love
& Horn, 2021; Symeonidou & Loizou, 2023; Syrjamaéki et al., 2023) and has been
updated in recent international (European Agency for ..., 2021; UNESCO, 2020)
and local policy documents (Alusharidusseadus, 2025).

Still, the implementation of inclusive education remains a challenge in con-
temporary education systems, including in Estonia. Recent studies on the imple-
mentation of inclusive education highlighted several bottlenecks in the Estonian
education system, including early childhood education. The main challenges are:
1) the meaning and perceptions of inclusive education have been differently
understood by stakeholders and are not sufficiently clear and unambiguously
documented (Nelis et al., 2023; Silm et al., 2024); 2) insufficient resources,
including funding, additional professionals, number of learners in a group in the
kindergartens (Nelis et al., 2023; Silm et al., 2024); 3) the system of categori-
sation of learners with special needs and the special groups created to support
learners could not support inclusion (Silm et al., 2024); 4) politics and docu-
mentation, including the curricula and the principles of inclusive education
should consider more evidence-based results (Nelis et al., 2023; Silm et al.,
2024); and 5) initial and in-service training of teachers should provide enough
professionals with the necessary competences for implementing inclusive edu-
cation, and there is a lack of support specialists (Nelis et al., 2023; Silm et al.,
2024). Thus, to overcome these challenges an evidence-based model for imple-
menting inclusive education is needed, which is the aim of this doctoral study. In
this study three aspects are discussed that could help overcome the challenges in
implementing inclusive education: 1) a more universal definition of inclusive
education; 2) the operationalisation of the main features required for the imple-
mentation of inclusive education; and 3) kindergarten professionals as key agents
in implementing inclusive education. In the context of this thesis, kindergarten
professionals include heads and vice-heads of kindergartens, teachers and support
specialists (special education teachers and speech therapists).

This doctoral study is conducted in the Estonian context, but the results should
be applicable internationally. Therefore, we should also focus on the diverse
conceptualisations of inclusion. The conceptualisation of inclusion can differ
both between countries and within countries, depending on the cultural, political,
social and economic contexts (Hu et al., 2011; Nasby, 2018; Sukumaran et al.,
2015) and the interpretations of the concept of inclusion itself (Sukumaran et al.,
2015). In Estonia, the interpretations of the concept of inclusion also differ
between communities as the studies conducted in Estonia have shown that the
meaning of inclusive education is interpreted differently among heads of kinder-
gartens and schools, teachers and support specialists, both in early childhood
education and in general education at the school level. (Hdidkind & Oras, 2016;
Kivirand et al., 2020; Silm et al., 2024).

In addition, several researchers over the last two decades in different studies
have emphasised different foci in their definitions (Ainscow et al., 2006; Love,
2018; Vlachou & Fyssa, 2016). The meaning of inclusion is often related to
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discussions about the continuum of inclusion and exclusion. Qvortrup and
Qvortrup (2018) argue that definitions of inclusive education inherently involve
a paradox: any act of inclusion may simultaneously imply exclusion. This critique
highlights the limitations of a narrow definition of inclusive education and indi-
cates another discussion point related to the meaning of inclusive education: its
narrow and broad meaning (Haug, 2017). This poses a research problem, because
researchers in the field of inclusive education cannot refer to a similar and more
universal meaning of inclusive education. The definition and the way this defi-
nition is interpreted by all stakeholders related to the education system is essential
in the implementation of inclusive education (Florian et al., 2017; Sukumaran
et al., 2015).

In the context of this doctoral study, children, teachers, teaching assistants
(a person who supports a teacher’s activities, who does not need to have a peda-
gogical education and who is guided in his or her activities by the kindergarten
teacher’s advice) and support specialists at the classroom level; parents and heads
and vice heads of kindergartens and schools at the institutional level; researchers
at the university level; and policymakers at the local government and state levels
are referred to as stakeholders. The formulation of a more universally-recognised
definition could help promote a more homogeneous understanding of inclusion.
Furthermore, it could help to resolve some challenges related to Estonian early
childhood education highlighted above and support the implementation of in-
clusive education. Therefore, in this doctoral study we also start by formulating
a new definition of inclusive education that would take into account international
practices and local context.

In addition to defining inclusive education, I also focus on challenges in
implementing inclusive education in practice. In this case, it is important to men-
tion that inclusive education is a multi-dimensional challenge and there is a lack
of clarity about its implementation (Haug, 2017; Prater, 2010). The implemen-
tation of inclusive education is successful only if stakeholders at all levels of the
education system support it, and coherence between different levels is better
achieved when the features of inclusive education at each level have been descri-
bed (Haug, 2017). It involves legislation and the language we use to talk about
inclusive education (Slee, 2005), conditions provided by the heads of kinder-
gartens that positively influence the implementation of inclusive education (Ain-
scow, 2020), activities used in the classroom by teachers and support specialists
helping children who need additional support, and teachers’ preparation and
readiness to teach in inclusive classroom (Andrews et al., 2021). The operatio-
nalisation of features through different levels could support inclusion and reduce
exclusion and also promote clarity about the implementation of inclusive edu-
cation. It could refer to each level’s responsibility to provide the quality of and
access to features in a particular level. The operationalisation of key features
could also help to find solutions for the challenges named above and therefore
support the implementation of inclusive education in Estonian early childhood
education.
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As the idea of inclusive education has been highlighted in educational policies
and should be the goal of early childhood education, kindergarten professionals’
readiness for implementing inclusive education is essential. They should translate
the goals of policies into practice, and they therefore play a key role in imple-
menting inclusive education (Van Mieghem et al., 2020). The success of teaching
and how a teacher copes with teaching in an inclusive environment depends on
the teacher’s knowledge and attitudes (Park et al., 2018). Still, kindergarten
teachers might have low self-efficacy in applying inclusive education (Barned
etal., 2011; Peck & Neeper, 2022). This might reflect their insufficient profes-
sional competence, which is one of the dimensions of teacher agency (Leijen
et al., 2020). Teacher agency has been seen as an important contributor to imple-
menting inclusive education by several researchers (see the scoping review by
Miller et al., 2020). An earlier study (Leijen et al., 2022) has shown that a collabo-
rative inquiry-based in-service training course can support of participants’ agency.
Therefore, it is essential to devise a clear concept of inclusive education and ope-
rationalise features of inclusive education and then design an in-service training
course considering these results. Increasing the kindergarten professionals’
agency could provide them with necessary competences but also purposes and
capabilities in practice for implementing inclusive education that is one of the
challenges mentioned above.

In summary, in the context of this doctoral study for designing a model for
implementing inclusive education in early childhood education, it is essential to
consider various aspects related to inclusive education. Firstly, a more univer-
sally-recognised definition of inclusive education must be established. Secondly,
inclusive education is a complex and multi-dimensional phenomenon, so the
developed model requires consideration of multiple features at different levels of
the education system. Thirdly, key agents in the implementation of inclusive edu-
cation in early childhood education are kindergarten professionals, so their agency
related to operationalised features should be supported to ensure successful
implementation of inclusive education. A well-structured model is necessary to
address these aspects.

For the practical application of such a model, its quality is crucial. This can be
indicated by various criteria. The model should describe main features relevant
to the implementation of inclusive education in early childhood education and
align with policy and practice in this field, ensuring its applicability. The quality
of the model can be determined using decision-making approaches frequently
employed in validating simulation models (Sargent, 2013). There are two funda-
mental decision-making approaches for assessing the quality of a model, both of
which involve different decision-makers. These approaches could be adapted to
evaluate the quality of any model. One common approach is for the model
development team to assess the quality of the model (Sargent, 2013). In the
context of this doctoral study, this means that the model could be created based
on the theoretical framework and using appropriate research methods. Therefore,
this doctoral study starts with a systematic literature review but also involves a
case study with the kindergarten professionals and an intervention study to
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understand the effect of a training course based on the model for improving
professionals’ agency. Involving the end-users of the model (kindergarten pro-
fessionals) is considered to be a very effective approach to assess the quality of
models (Sargent, 2013). In this study, this implies that kindergarten professionals
participate in evaluating the model’s applicability. Involving kindergarten profes-
sionals in the decision-making process can enhance the model’s applicability and
help to see whether the structure of the model is in accordance with the practices
of the kindergarten. Consistency and decisions of kindergarten professionals can
be determined through observations and interviews, which have also been used
previously to assess the quality of different models (see, for example, Soukakou,
2012). Furthermore, the quality of the model can be seen through the effect of an
intervention on kindergarten professionals’ agency in implementing inclusive
education.

1.2. Focus of the research

The aim of this doctoral study is to develop a model for implementing inclusive
education in early childhood education. The quality of the model will be eva-
luated through the model’s applicability, which can be seen under two circum-
stances:

— whether the structure of the model is in accordance with the practices under
consideration (what does and does not support inclusion in the kindergarten
practices);

— whether the in-service training based on the model has a positive effect on the
agency of kindergarten professionals in inclusive education.

Based on the aim of this study, the research questions and their sub-questions are
the following:

RQ 1: How can we operationalise the definition and main features of inclusive
education in the context of a model for implementing inclusive education?

1.1. How can we define inclusive education based on the important aspects
specified in the definitions used in the literature?

1.2. Which main features are related to implementing inclusive education in the
context of early childhood education?

RQ 2: To what extent is the model for implementing inclusive education in
accordance with kindergarten practices?

RQ3: How does an in-service training programme based on the model for imple-

menting inclusive education support participants’ agency for implementing inclu-
sive education?

13



The research questions are addressed in three empirical studies and three original
publications. The first research question is addressed in Study 1, which was
focused on formulating a definition of inclusive education and creating a model
for implementing inclusive education. The results of this study are published in
Article 1. The second research question is addressed in Study 2, which investi-
gated the model’s applicability by using a case study. The results of Study 2 are
addressed in Article II. The third research question is addressed in Study 3, which
investigated the model’s applicability through an in-service training programme
for kindergarten professionals based on the model for implementing inclusive
education. This study explored the improvement of participants’ agency during
the in-service training programme and assessed changes in the different dimen-
sions of agency related to implementing inclusive education. The results of
Study III are reported in Article III.
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This section provides a theoretical overview of the concept of inclusive education
and how the concept of inclusive education has been developed over the past two
decades. It also includes conceptual issues of inclusive education in early child-
hood education. It then presents an overview of the features required for imple-
menting inclusive education and the how these features are operationalised. More
specifically, the diversity of features related to early childhood education is
examined. Finally, kindergarten professionals are key agents in the implemen-
tation of inclusive education, and their agency is seen as an important contributor
to the implementation of inclusive education. Therefore, teacher agency and how
to support the agency is also addressed.

2.1. The concept of inclusive education

Since the Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994), concluded in the 1994 World
Conference on Special Needs Education held in Salamanca, an international
consensus has existed about the need to provide equal educational rights to all
learners regardless of their special educational needs or disabilities. The statement
called upon governments and the international community to support and pri-
oritise inclusive education policies and practices as this approach is most effective
in fighting against discriminatory attitudes, building an inclusive society and
providing access to education for all (UNESCO, 1994).

The Salamanca statement drew the world’s attention to how learners with spe-
cial educational needs have historically, and in some places legally, been excluded
from the mainstream education system. For example, the Estonian education
system has been historically rather segregated, where learners with special needs
were educated separately from their peers without special needs in special kinder-
gartens and special schools. The Salamanca statement questioned whether the
idea that different types of learners need different forms of education to ensure
access to education for all. The Salamanca Statement recognises that all children
should be educated within an inclusive education system (Florian, 2019). Still,
there are some discussion points related to the concept of inclusive education and
these discussion points are relevant in general education at the school level as
well in early childhood education.

Despite the contested nature of inclusive education, the idea and meaning of
inclusive education has broadened over the past 25 years. The idea of an inclusive
education, where all learners are welcome and no one is left out, has expanded
over time. The idea of inclusive education was seen to include all learners, those
who may be excluded from or have limited access to the general education system
(UNESCO, 2009). Thus, the most frequent discussion points related to the con-
cept or definition of inclusive education are its narrow and broad definition (Haug,
2017). The narrow definition includes only children with special needs and is
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concerned with placing children with special needs into mainstream settings,
making them full members of regular educational institutions and providing them
with personalised support (Ainscow, 2020; Haug, 2017). The broad definition
includes all marginalised groups, meaning that all children who might otherwise
be excluded because of their diversity (special needs, gender, ethnicity, culture,
social background, etc.) should be focused on and included in the mainstream
settings (Haug, 2017; UNESCO, 2009). In Estonia, the focus is rather on a narrow
definition of inclusive education. This may be influenced by the previous
segregated education system. The transition to inclusive education and the place-
ment of children with special needs in mainstream educational settings has
created an emphasis on the inclusion of children with special needs.

At the same time, it has been argued that inclusive education should not focus
only on placement but rather on meaningful participation and personalised sup-
port to allow each child to realise their full potential (Love & Horn, 2021). Thus,
the second discussion point related to the concept of inclusive education seems
to be the quality of inclusive education. Over time, inclusive education has been
defined in many different ways. Goransson and Nilholm (2014) have created four
categories of interpretations of inclusive education definitions based on the
literature:

1) placement definition — inclusion as placement of learners with disabilities in
need of special support in general education classrooms;

2) specified individualised definition — inclusion as meeting the social and/or
academic needs of learners with disabilities;

3) general individualised definition — inclusion as meeting the social and/or
academic needs of all learners;

4) community definition — inclusion as the creation of communities with specific
characteristics.

The categories of definitions can be viewed as hierarchical levels, as each sub-
sequent definition extends and thus includes the previous definition. This cate-
gorisation is created at the school level, but the same categories are relevant in
early childhood education. At the first and lowest level, inclusive education can
only be thought of as dealing with placement, meaning that simply placing a child
with special needs in a mainstream classroom automatically makes the child
included. The second level definition means that when a child is placed in a group,
he or she also receives the necessary support to be able to learn and work in the
classroom and interact with other children. However, this level of inclusion is
focused on children with special needs. The definition of the third level includes
all children, not just children with special needs. At the fourth level, the definition
of inclusion also means building communities in the kindergarten and valuing
diversity (Gorasson & Nilholm, 2014). It can be seen from these expanding
definitions that the concept of inclusive education has undergone a qualitative
leap, shifting from simply placing a child with special needs in regular education
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to a definition that includes all learners and the wider context in the form of a
community.

The main idea of inclusive education is to support inclusion and reduce
exclusion (UNESCO, 2009). Discussions about the continuum of inclusion and
exclusion are the third main topic related to the conceptualisation of inclusive
education. Hilt (2016) explains the limits to inclusion at a policy level by
establishing exclusion as an inevitable part of inclusion processes. In order to
support inclusion and reduce exclusion, various aspects should be noted (Booth
& Ainscow, 2002; Slee, 2005), starting with knowing the specifics of all margi-
nalised groups, for example, which makes the literature and practice in this field
both rich and difficult. Legislation and the language we use to talk about inclusive
education could lead to exclusion rather than inclusion. Some critics have argued
that because people with disabilities are automatically included in universal
human rights instruments, no separate initiatives are necessary and that specific
campaigns may in fact have an opposite effect (Slee, 2005). Although the lan-
guage of special educational needs can be a barrier to the development of
inclusive practices, it remains part of the culture and policy framework and
influences a variety of practices (Booth & Ainscow, 2002; Hilt, 2016). Different
authors (Ainscow, 2020; Ballard, 2013; Slee, 2005) have, over time, focused on
the discourse on special needs as one of the obstacles to implementing inclusive
education. As long as teachers keep to the concepts of mainstream and special
needs learners, the implementation of the concept of inclusive education is not
supported (Slee, 2005).

Andrews and colleagues (2021) also suggest that the labelling of children with
special needs leads to exclusion because it emphasises the need for professionals
and may be the reason why teachers claim that they are not adequately prepared
to teach children. In addition, the need for professionals refers to the expectation
that those children require individual activities carried out separately from other
children and individualisation applied in this way results in excessively distin-
guishing and separating children with special needs (Andrews et al., 2021). In
this context, individualisation becomes synonymous with exclusion. Ballard
(2013) suggests that to reduce exclusion and create more inclusive ways of living,
we need to think differently and consider alternative ideas that would support the
development of fairer and more democratic practices. Therefore, new ways of
thinking must be justified and understood in terms of philosophy, evidence and
values.

Consequently, the concept of inclusive education has changed from a prag-
matic perspective towards a more socio-cultural approach. The pragmatic per-
spective focuses mainly on the placement of learners with special needs in
mainstream settings. It is related to human rights and ethics, meaning that all
learners with special needs should have access to school in a democratic society
(Qvortrup & Qvortrup, 2018). The socio-cultural approach focuses on the inter-
action and participatory processes that occur between and among people in social
and physical contexts, where a person’s thinking and actions are mediated by the
cultural symbol systems and artefacts that surround them or to which they have
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access (Arcidiacono & Baucal, 2020). The contemporary meaning of inclusive
education reflects a socio-cultural approach as it aims at the inclusion of all
learners at risk of exclusion, and the quality of inclusion takes into account dif-
ferent factors and wider contexts, such as community and social integration
opportunities.

Overall, the concept of inclusive education has evolved over time into a
broader approach that goes beyond merely placing children with special needs in
mainstream educational settings. The contemporary understanding of inclusive
education encompasses all learners who are at risk of being excluded from edu-
cation. These learners are provided with personalised support both within the edu-
cation system and in the wider community, with the aim of reducing exclusion.
Furthermore, the concept of inclusive education is multidimensional and dyna-
mic, varying not only between countries but also within them (Haug, 2017; Van
Mieghem et al., 2018). Therefore, the following subsection will elaborate on the
specific meaning of inclusive education in the context of early childhood
education.

2.1.1. The meaning of inclusive education in early
childhood education

Inclusive education in early childhood education is also part of a broad human
rights agenda that emphasises the value of educating all children in mainstream
education (Lundquist et al., 2015). The concept of inclusive education in early
childhood education is a matter of instructional practice and institutional pro-
cesses, rather than physical placement (Love, 2018). The concept of inclusive
education in early childhood education is not addressed only in terms of place-
ment but points to the importance of context and how to support high quality
inclusive education.

Lundquist and colleagues (2015) point out that inclusive education is a broad
concept that can be related both to philosophical and practical aspects. In a philo-
sophical sense, it refers to human rights, social togetherness and an appreciation
of diversity (Lundquist et al., 2015). Thus, the philosophical sense means the
values, beliefs and approach to inclusion that are expressed in a culture, the de-
cisions and choices made at all levels of the education system. In a practical sense,
it refers to the participation of children with and without special educational needs
in the same educational activities, routines and play and to their provision of
support (Soukakou, 2012). Thus, the practical sense means activities and practical
applications that promote inclusion.

Access to mainstream education settings is one of the main aspects in the
definitions of inclusive education. It means education that promotes access to
educational opportunities for all children (Fyssa et al., 2014) and embodies
appropriate values and policies (Noggle, 2018). Access is related to human rights,
meaning that children with special needs are accepted and appreciated in every
kindergarten and by every kindergarten teacher (Lundqvist et al., 2015; Noggle,
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2018). More specifically, every child, regardless of any special needs, and their
family have the right and the opportunity to choose a suitable educational
institution where they can learn and develop with their peers and participate in
the daily activities of the community.

In addition to access, participation in mainstream settings is another aspect in
the definitions of inclusive education in early childhood education. Participation
means placement of all children in the mainstream kindergartens (Sukumaran
et al., 2015). It means that kindergartens are ready to welcome all children with
and without special needs by providing appropriate learning conditions and
support (Soukakou, 2012). For example, sufficient learning materials and tools,
possibilities to move around for a child with visual impairment or in a wheelchair,
etc. Support refers to the adaptation of the activities and instruction in ways that
encourage access and active participation in the group (Frankel et al., 2010) and
offering different types of support to different children (Soukakou, 2012). In-
clusive practice and institutional processes should support the sense of belonging
and membership of every child, which means that all children feel that they are
members of the society and the kindergarten group (Vlachou & Fyssa, 2016). It
means that through their explicit values and attitudes, teachers and other adults
support the processes so that all children feel like equal members of the group,
institution and community. Social inclusion should also be supported, which
means opportunities to socialise with peers and the community in general (Lund-
qvist et al., 2015). In practice, it means that teachers and parents value positive
social interactions, friendships with peers, and positive relationships in the com-
munity. Their positive attitude supports friendly communication and the forma-
tion of friendships. Finally, the development of every child should be understood,
meaning that each child reaches their full potential (Zhang, 2011). It means that
teachers have thought about how to assess and analyse children’s development
and how to use the results of the analysis in the teaching and learning process.

Overall, there are different aspects related to conceptualising the definition of
inclusive education in early childhood education. Despite differences in the defi-
nitions of inclusive education, it is still important to build a shared understanding
of inclusion for supporting the implementation of the principles of inclusive
education (Florian et al., 2017; Sukumaran et al., 2015). This is why the objective
of the first sub-question of RQ 1 of this doctoral study is to define inclusive
education based on the most important aspects specified in the definitions used
in the literature. In addition, there is a lack of evidence and evidence-based prac-
tices concerning the inclusion of children with special needs in the mainstream
classroom (Amor et al., 2018; Schalock et al., 2017). Therefore, the next section
addresses the features required for implementing inclusive education.
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2.2. Features required for implementing
inclusive education

Inclusive education is a multi-dimensional and dynamic concept and the chal-
lenge in practical inclusive education is how to overcome the difficulties involved
in implementing it (Haug, 2017). According to the scientific literature, the
implementation of inclusive education depends on several features and their
interaction (Kivirand et al., 2020; Love, 2018; Nasby, 2018). When creating
favourable conditions for implementing inclusive education, one should consider
both the holistic context and the main features that occur in this context (Ainscow,
2020). Some researchers (e.g. Goransson & Nilholm, 2014) point out differences
in the perspectives of stakeholders in the education system regarding what edu-
cational institutions can and should do for inclusive education to succeed, and
which features should be considered to achieve this (Edstrém, 2022). Therefore,
a clear understanding of the features required for the successful implementation
of inclusive education is essential.

Some international and Estonian authors (Ainscow, 2020; Kivirand et al.,
2022) refer to the whole-school approach to increase capacities within schools
through school-level self-development and learning activities that promote the
implementation of inclusive education. According to this approach, the develop-
ment of an appropriate school culture is crucial because it is important that it
reflects the values and artefacts we use in the context of inclusive education (Kivi-
rand, et al., 2022). The appropriate school culture implies a shared responsibility
among all school team members and a shared vision with explicit goals towards
inclusive education (Van Mieghem et al., 2018). The same approach is relevant
also in early childhood education as self-development is crucial in every edu-
cational institution, and developing learning activities that promote implemen-
tation of inclusive education is one of the main aims in contemporary learning
approach. An appropriate organisational culture should be the basis of activities
in every organisation. Therefore, these aspects were examined in Study 2 of this
doctoral study.

In addition to the school culture, structural characteristics affect the imple-
mentation of inclusive education according to this approach (Kivirand et al.,
2022; Schuelka, 2018). In early childhood education, structural characteristics are
related to the reconstruction of the kindergarten system in order to arrange ser-
vices (Hu et al., 2011) and support systems for both learners and teachers (Purcell
et al., 2007). To provide an inclusive environment, adequate resources and facili-
ties are essential. Both adequate human recourses and financial recourses should
be provided, but these seem to be one of the main challenges in implementing
inclusive education around the world as well as in Estonia at both the early child-
hood education and in general education level (Schuelka, 2018; Silm et al., 2024).
For example, in the Estonian context, Silm and others (2024) point out that finan-
cial support by the state should increase because it is directly related to hiring
additional professionals in kindergartens such as speech therapists and teaching
assistants. This would allow for more need-based support for children and provide
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a classroom environment supporting learning for every learner regardless of their
needs (Silm et al., 2024). All these aforementioned features will be considered in
school-level self-development if a school has a well-designed implementation
strategy (Ainscow, 2020; Schuelka, 2018) that includes a clear plan with activities
to support the inclusion of all learners. The strategy also includes flexibility of
the curriculum and well-defined curriculum content (Mitchell, 2015; Salisbury,
1990). All these structural characteristics are also crucial in early childhood edu-
cation to support the implementation of inclusive education in kindergartens.
Therefore, structural characteristics were part of Study 2 of this doctoral study.

Schuelka and Engsig (2022) point out that the implementation of inclusive
education is a complex and multi-layered socio-cultural process that includes the
entire context of the educational institution and the entire educational system. It
is therefore important how educational policies and legislation support the imple-
mentation of inclusive education, although some studies (Haug, 2020; Mag-
nusson et al., 2019) highlight the state-level challenges of implementing inclusive
education where the main concern is related to policy and the general under-
standing of inclusion.

In Estonia, the principles of inclusive education have been presented in
school-level legislation since 2010, and several changes were made in the legis-
lation in 2018. However, although the implementation of inclusive education has
remained the main idea in educational legislation, the implementation of its prin-
ciples in educational organisations has become blurred. Although the current
policy and legislation emphasize the right of all learners to high-quality and
ability-appropriate education, the educational framework enables learning in a
special class in a regular school to be considered inclusive education. Also, in
terms of the law, a learner with special needs is treated in a very narrow sense,
being defined as one who, by the official decision of the out-of-school multi-
disciplinary team, needs enhanced or special support (Basic Schools and Upper
Secondary Schools Act, 2018). At the same time, the legislation in early child-
hood education remained unchanged for quite a long time, but despite this it
allowed supporting the development of every child, which is in line with the
principle of inclusive education. However, the legislation provided an oppor-
tunity to teach a child with special needs separately in a special group, which is
not in line with the idea of inclusive education.

In conclusion, the implementation of inclusive education is a complex and
multi-layered phenomenon. Several authors (Ainscow, 2020; Haug, 2020) point
out that the implementation of inclusive education can also differ between diffe-
rent levels of education. Therefore, the next section focuses on the operatio-
nalisation of main features required for the implementation of inclusive education
in early childhood education.
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2.2.1. Operationalisation of the features of inclusive education
in early childhood education

The diversity of features of inclusive education defined in different studies in the
context of early childhood education point to the need to provide a better under-
standing of how these features could be operationalised and how inclusive edu-
cation could be implemented in different ways across multiple early childhood
contexts while maintaining the quality of its features (Love & Horn, 2021).

A widely used model for describing the features of inclusive education is the
bioecological model (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). Bronfenbrenner descri-
bed children’s development through a series of systems surrounding the child
where each of these systems is part of larger settings of the system. The bio-
ecological model has provided the framework for the adapted ecological model
of inclusive early childhood education (Bartolo et al., 2019). This model has been
developed in the European context and combines two theoretical frameworks:
1) the structure-process-outcome framework, which is the concept of the quality
of early childhood education and care (European Commission, 2014) and 2) the
bioecological model developed by Bronfenbrenner and Morris (1998). These two
models are similar in describing the environments around the child. The advan-
tage of the former over the latter is that at the centre of the model are the outcomes
related to the child, which are achieved by the interaction of different environ-
ments. However, there are 25 sub-themes in this model that are not sufficiently
operationalised. Besides, neither of the models provide a definition of inclusive
education, yet conceptual clarity and a shared understanding of inclusion supports
the implementation of the principles of inclusive education. (Florian et al., 2017;
Sukumaran et al., 2015).

In addition, a two-dimensional model (organisational context of the classroom
and activities to support individual needs) describing the variation in inclusive
programmes has been introduced by Odom et al. (1999). To describe the quality
of inclusive education, several authors (European Agency for..., 2017; Fyssa
et al., 2014; Pelatti et al., 2016) have distinguished between structural features
(e.g. teacher education, specialised training, professional development, class size,
teacher—child ratios, funding) and process features (e.g. emotional support, social
interaction, classroom organisation, instructional support). However, these two
frameworks seem to rather focus on features implemented only at the classroom
level. At the same time, the expectation is that all levels of the educational
system — from national policy to teachers’ teaching and children’s experiences
and learning support — promote the intentions and practices of inclusive education
(Haug, 2017). This would mean that the different levels would support each other
and improve the chances of implementation of successful inclusive education. It
is therefore crucial to operationalise all the features of the different levels of the
education system in early childhood education, which is why RQ 1.2 is: what
main features are related to implementing inclusive education in the context of
early childhood education? An evidence-based and well-structured model that
includes all the main features of inclusive education in the context of early
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childhood education should be developed. Such a model could help kindergartens
and teachers implement inclusive education because it would help specify the
roles and responsibilities of the professionals at the kindergarten. Therefore, the
focus of this doctoral study is to create a model for implementing inclusive
education in early childhood education. In addition, such a model could be useful
for designing curricula for improving early childhood teachers’ skills in imple-
menting inclusive education. The following sub-section of this study focuses on
the role of kindergarten professionals and their professional development by
increasing their agency in implementing inclusive education.

2.2.2. Kindergarten professionals as key to implementing
inclusive education

Kindergarten professionals are key agents in implementing inclusive education
considering the above-mentioned features. Thus, kindergarten professionals have
a great responsibility to find their own solutions in implementing inclusive edu-
cation, and they experience challenges in doing so (Peck & Neeper, 2022).

Teacher agency is seen by several researchers as an important contributor to
implementing inclusive education (see the scoping review by Miller et al., 2020).
This can be explained by studies on teacher professionalism and teacher edu-
cation (Panti¢ & Florian, 2015; Priestly et al., 2012), which point out that at the
core of teacher professionalism is agency. At the same time professionalism, and
thereby agency, is related to continuous professional learning as the implemen-
tation of inclusive education requires a shift in thinking about educating different
types of learners (Ainscow, 2020) and changes in action to provide quality in
early childhood settings (Molla & Nolan, 2020).

Agency refers to taking action and making choices based on human capacity
(Biesta et al., 2015; Leijen et al., 2020). In conceptualising agency, two approaches
can be distinguished based on the literature. On the one hand, the socio-peda-
gogical approach emphasises the psychological characteristics — forethought,
self-reactiveness, and self-reflectiveness — of human agency and sees agency as
an individual or collective capabilities to influence one’s own activity (Bandura,
2018). On the other hand, the socio-cultural and pragmatist approach considers
agency to be a phenomenon and conceptualises it as a process of social engage-
ment; it is not seen as a fixed internal characteristic but as an ongoing intentional
interaction in different contexts (Biesta et al., 2015; Leijen et al., 2020; Priestly
et al., 2012). Teacher agency is considered a specific form of professional agency
where they actively contribute to shaping their work and its conditions (Biesta
et al., 2015). Therefore, in this doctoral study the socio-cultural and pragmatist
approach to agency is followed.

According to the pragmatist approach and based on a previous study by
Emirbayer and Mische (1998), Biesta and colleagues (2015) address agency
through three dimensions: experiences from the past, orientations towards the
future and engagement with the present. They developed the ecological model
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based on these three dimensions. This model highlights that the achievement of
agency is influenced by experiences of past, the patterns of thinking and action
(iterational); oriented towards the future including professional short-term and
long-term perspectives (projective); and is enacted in the everyday practice
influenced by cultural, material and structural resources (practical-evaluative)
(Biesta et al., 2015). A further elaborated version of this model was developed by
Leijen and her colleagues (2020) to increase the practical relevance of this model
for teacher learning settings. They specify aspects of the iterational dimension
and emphasise the distinction between personal and professional knowledge,
beliefs and values referring to the development process of teachers’ professional
identity. Secondly, they refer to the importance of teachers’ personal long-term
purposes in the projective dimension as these are also related to teachers’ identity
alongside professional purposes. Finally, they indicate that the practical-eva-
luative dimension of the model could be divided into three phases — perception,
interpretation and decision-making — in order to understand more deeply the
formation of teacher agency. It means that teachers should first perceive the
possibilities and limitations of the context, then interpret them by taking into
account professional competences and both long-term and short-term profes-
sional purposes, and then make their decisions by choosing between alternatives
based on reasoning. In addition, they argue that the formation of agency can be
sustained and further supported through systematic reflection. Reflection on
action is considered to be the dominant activity for expanding practical knowl-
edge and supporting teacher learning in general (Leijen et al., 2020). This elabo-
rated model of agency is the basis for Study 1 of this doctoral study.

As mentioned above, teacher agency has been an important contributor to
implementing inclusive education. Agentic teachers take more responsibility for
changing conditions of injustice through their pedagogic work, and they focus
more on really benefitting the children they teach (Molla & Nolan, 2020). More-
over, Panti¢ (2017) argues that agentic inclusive teachers tend to prioritise
children’s well-being and learning needs. Hence, the assessment and improve-
ment of teacher agency is essential in implementing inclusive education. Effec-
tive professional learning needs to be embedded within teachers’ everyday work,
thereby enabling them to investigate, evaluate and draw conclusions about their
practices (Molla & Nolan, 2020). In-service training programmes that address the
main features required for the implementation of inclusive education are the main
way to support teacher agency for such an implementation. In addition, the model
with operationalised main features related to inclusion could be helpful for
designing an in-service training programme. At the same time, the improvement
of the agency of kindergarten professionals during this in-service training pro-
gramme could serve as evidence for of the applicability of the model, which is
why it is the of Study 3 of this doctoral study.

In conclusion, the implementation of inclusive education is important in early
childhood education, but kindergartens need more support. A good model could
be helpful to support kindergartens in implementing inclusive education. A shared
understanding of the concept of inclusion is the most important prerequisite for
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the implementation of inclusive education (Florian et al., 2017; Sukumaran et al.,
2015). The diversity of features across early childhood education point to the need
to provide a better understanding of how the features could be operationalised
and how inclusive education could be differentially implemented across multiple
early childhood contexts (Love & Horn, 2021) and on all levels of the educational
system, from national policy to teacher teaching and children’s experiences and
learning support (Haug, 2017).

Therefore, the aim of this doctoral study is to develop a model for imple-
menting inclusive education in early childhood education. It starts from the
development of a definition that involves all aspects appearing in different defi-
nitions in the theoretical literature, thus aiming for a rich and universal approach
to inclusive education. Then the features appearing in the literature need to be
operationalised through different levels of the education system and indicated in
this model. The quality of the model will be evaluated through the model’s appli-
cability. The next step is to explore to what extent the theoretical model is in
accordance with the kindergarten practices. Finally, the improvement of the
agency of kindergarten professionals during the in-service training programme
that is based on the model could serve as evidence for the applicability of the
model.
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3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The following section gives an overview of the research design, methodology and
the context of Estonian early childhood education. More specifically, it described
the selection of participants, data collection and data analysis processes.

3.1. Research design

The research design helps to understand how the studies of this thesis have been
conducted and how they have been affected by the researcher’s beliefs and world-
view. The research of this study is guided by pragmatism, and it therefore focuses
on the outcomes of research for implementing inclusive education in early child-
hood education and uses multiple methods (triangulation of methods) to answer
the research questions. Both of these elements are aspects of pragmatism (Cres-
well & Poth, 2018). The first step of this doctoral study was to find a definition
of inclusive education and features required for implementation of inclusive
education and therefore a systematic literature review was conducted. Secondly,
a case study was conducted in order to explore to what extent kindergarten prac-
tices are in accordance with findings based on the literature. Thirdly, an inter-
vention study was conducted to find out whether the in-service training pro-
gramme based on the findings of the first and second study support the agency of
kindergarten professionals in implementing inclusive education and thereby show
the applicability of the theoretical model.

This doctoral study is also influenced by social constructivism (Vygotsky,
1978), which focuses on exploring multifaceted social phenomena and under-
standing the world in which people live and work (Denzin & Lincoln, 2017). This
research is focused on exploring how participants interpret the meaning of in-
clusive education and how they use this knowledge in their professional practice.
The specific context is also important in social constructivism (Creswell, 2012),
and the implementation of inclusive education is related to several features that
occur in contexts like politics, legislation, values, competencies and resources.

Based on the pragmatist and social constructivism paradigms, this doctoral
study aims to develop a model for implementing inclusive education in early
childhood education in Estonia. Three studies, one theoretical study and two
empirical studies, were conducted to fulfil the aim of the doctoral study. A more
specific overview of the research questions and studies is presented in Table 1.
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Table 1. Overview of the research questions and studies

Research Focus of the Materials and Method of the Study Articles
Questions study Participants Data Data
collection Analysis
& 1. How can we Study 1: 55 sources Systematic literature
g operationalise the development review Article I
= definition and of a model for Systematic Qualitative
'% main features of  implementing search of inductive
£ inclusive inclusive sources from  content
= educationinthe  education EBSCOhost  analysis
& context of a model repository
for implementing
inclusive
education?

Development and implementation of an in-service training programme to support the
implementation of inclusive education

2. To what extent ~ Study 2: Participants from 1 Case study
is the model for consistency of  kindergarten: Questionnaire, Quantitative Article 11
implementing the model and 14 employees Focus group  data
inclusive edu- the practices of answered the interview, analysis —
cation in accor- the kinder- questionnaire Observation,  descriptive
dance with kinder- garten in 7 employees Document statistics,
garten practices?  implementing  participated in the analysis Qualitative
inclusive focus group inter- inductive
education view content
2 employees analysis
2 participated in the
=§ observation
2 17 children
'E: participated in the
E observation.
E 3. How does an Study 3: 24 team members Intervention study
R in-service training agency im- from Pre-question- Wilcoxon  Atrticle
programme based provementin 8 kindergartens naire at the Signed I
on the model for  implementing (participants of the beginning of  Ranks test
implementing inclusive in-service training  the in-service
inclusive edu- education programme who training,
cation support answered both the Post-question-
participants’ pre- and post- naire after the
agency for questionnaire). in-service
implementing training
inclusive
education?
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3.2. Research context

This section provides an overview of early childhood education policy and
legislation and kindergarten professionals’ qualification requirements in order to
gain a better understanding of the context of the studies of this thesis.

3.2.1. The policy and legislation of early childhood
education in Estonia

The main characteristics of early childhood education in Estonia are a rather de-
centralised educational system, state level legislation and qualified kindergarten
professionals. Also, a high-quality child-centred learning approach (learning
through play and child-initiated activities) and individualised service model serve
as the main principles of the learning and teaching processes in Estonian kinder-
gartens (Koolieelse lasteasutuse riiklik 6ppekava, 2008), and kindergartens have
great autonomy in Estonia (Alusharidusseadus, 2025; Koolieelse lasteasutuse
seadus, 1999). In Estonia all children have a legal entitlement to early childhood
education and care: they have the right but no legal obligation to participate in
early childhood education. Children aged at least 18 months are granted a place
in an early childhood education and care institution (if the parents request it)
(Koolieelse lasteasutuse seadus, 1999). However, in practice, the situation may
differ from what is stipulated by law, and local governments are not always able
to ensure a place for every child in such institutions. The Preschool Child Care
Institutions Act (1999) regulates the forming of groups in preschool. In Estonia,
separate groups are formed for children under three years of age and children
between three and seven years of age. Usually, the groups are formed so that the
age difference of the children is two to three years in one group. However, it is
also possible to form a so-called mixed group of children between two and seven
years of age. There are 20 to 24 children in one group. In mixed groups and groups
for children under three years of age the number is smaller, 18 and 14, respec-
tively.

Inclusive education is the guiding principle of the Estonian state education
system (Ministry of Education and Research, 2021). Early childhood education
has been mainly regulated by two important national documents: Preschool Child
Care Institutions Act (1999) and National Curriculum for Pre-School Child Care
Institutions (2008). This regulation remained unchanged until very recently, and
so the principles of inclusive education were not very clearly reflected. In January
2025 a new Early Childhood Education Act was passed in Estonia, and a new
national curriculum for early childhood education will soon come into force. The
main changes of these documents are briefly described below.

Despite the fact that the main documents in the field of early childhood edu-
cation entered into force a long time ago, the Preschool Childcare Institutions Act
(1999) stipulates that the main task of early childhood education is to take into
account the individual needs of the child. In this act, both the main task of early
childhood education and the definition of a child with special needs were
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formulated in quite general terms, which allowed various interpretations. For
example, the law stipulates that the development of each child must be based on
their needs, providing appropriate support in a regular environment (Koolieelse
lasteasutuse riiklik oppekava, 2008), which is in line with the principles of in-
clusive education (European Agency for ..., 2021). However, a closer look at the
law with respect to providing support for each child reveals that the main
emphasis is on children with special needs and the possibility of teaching children
with special needs separately, which is certainly not in line with the idea of
inclusive education (European Agency for ..., 2021). For example, the Preschool
Childcare Institutions Act (1999) stipulated the possibility of forming special
groups or establishing special kindergartens that allow children with special
needs to be taught separately. More specifically, it is possible to form six different
types of special groups: 1) a group for children with physical disabilities, where
up to twelve children participate; 2) a remedial group for children with specific
development disorders, also with up to twelve children; 3) a development group
for children with mental disabilities, with up to seven children; 4) a group for
children with sensory disabilities, where up to ten children participate, 5) a group
for children with multiple disabilities, with up to four children; and 6) a group of
children with pervasive developmental disorders, where up to four children
participate (Koolieelse lasteasutuse seadus, 1999). According to the agreement of
the member states of the European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Edu-
cation, inclusion occurs when learners learn with their peers for at least 80% of
the weekly workload (European Agency for ..., 2022). Some critics have argued
that separate initiatives or campaigns to support people with special needs may
increase exclusion rather than inclusion (Slee, 2005). However, the act also
provides for the possibility of creating an integration group, which means that
both children with special needs and children without special needs participate in
the same group. An integration group is distinguished from a regular group by the
fact that the number of children in the group is smaller, because one child with
special needs takes the place of three children. In this respect, the possibility of
creating an integration group is in line with the principle of inclusive education
and the agreement of the European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive
Education about the meaning of inclusive education (European Agency
for ..., 2022).

Our own study of Estonian kindergartens (Nelis et al., 2023) also showed that
the principles of inclusive education are not sufficiently clear in Estonia, are not
reflected in the law or are too rigid to implement inclusion. The results of our
study (Nelis et al., 2023) clearly indicated the need to think in terms of legislation
about the implementation mechanisms that support the principle of inclusive
education in early childhood education and what inclusive education means in
Estonian society and its education system.

Finally, we can also shed some light on the recent legislative changes in Estonia.
These were implemented after conducting this doctoral study and enable us to
understand how the findings of the doctoral study could be implemented in the
current context. The new Early Childhood Education Act (2025) creates a com-
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prehensive early childhood education system based on the needs of children and
families, now clearly presenting the principles of inclusive education. However,
its definition of a child with special educational needs focuses on a narrow
definition of inclusive education, which may encourage exclusion. The law leaves
several implementation options for kindergartens to implement the principles of
inclusive education. For example, they can create smaller groups, taking into
account the well-being of the child, where both children with and without special
needs participate, which is in line with the principle of inclusive education. How-
ever, the law leaves also the possibility of creating a group only for children with
special needs, which is not in line with the principle of inclusive education. Thus,
this doctoral study should contribute to framing the understanding of kindergarten
professionals regarding inclusive education in accordance with the international
frameworks focusing on increasing the inclusion of all children and decreasing
their exclusion.

3.2.2. Kindergarten professionals’ qualification requirements and
their roles related to implementing inclusive education

In the implementation of inclusive education in kindergartens, qualified kinder-
garten professionals are essential. Kindergarten professionals have an important
role to play in implementing inclusive education. The qualifications and profes-
sional development of kindergarten professionals play a central role in promoting
the improvement of inclusive kindergarten practices (Ainscow, 2020; Chadwell
et al., 2020; Sharma, et al., 2019). In Estonia, the presence of qualified kinder-
garten professionals is one of the characteristics in early childhood education.
The qualification requirements for kindergarten teachers are higher education,
a teachers’ qualification or pedagogical competencies, and knowledge of the
Estonian language in accordance with the Language Act (Alusharidusseadus,
2025). Furthermore, in the kindergarten group where children with special edu-
cational needs participate, the qualification requirements of teachers also include
special education competencies (Alusharidusseadus, 2025). In Estonia, the
teaching profession is regulated by teachers’ professional standards (Kutse-
standardid: Opetaja, tase 6, 2024), and the minimum qualification level of kinder-
garten teachers is a Bachelor’s degree (Alusharidusseadus, 2025). The teacher
qualification according to the professional standards is awarded by universities
in the case of graduation from teacher education curricula or by the Estonian
Teachers Association based on the teacher’s portfolio and related interview. The
aim of the professional standards is to support teacher training and the assessment
of teachers’ competences as well as to support teachers in their continuous profes-
sional development throughout their career (Pedaste et al., 2019). Teachers’ pro-
fessional development is ensured in several ways in kindergartens: through in-
service training courses (for both individuals and teams); by independent reading
of the literature; through online discussion groups; through co-vision for sharing
experiences and ideas for dealing with complicated situations; supervision;
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through sharing reading recommendations; and developmental discussions (Nelis
et al., 2023). Teachers’ professional development is essential in implementing in-
clusive education. Several researchers (Chadwell et al., 2020; Florian & Gamedda,
2020; Nelis et al., 2023; Sharma et al., 2019) refer to the lack of appropriate
teacher training and knowledge to effectively promote the meaningful develop-
ment of each child in the diverse mainstream settings.

In addition to teachers, teaching assistants work in most of the kindergartens
in collaboration with the teachers. They did not participate as participants of this
doctoral study and therefore they are not referred to as kindergarten professionals,
although they belong to the stakeholders who are important in implementing
inclusive education principles in kindergartens. The qualification requirements
for teaching assistants are at least a secondary education, a childminder quali-
fication and knowledge of the Estonian language in accordance with the Lan-
guage Act. Teaching assistants have a role to assist the teacher, and their main
task is to support the development of every child and the acquisition of an early
childhood education (Alusharidusseadus, 2025). The position of teaching
assistant is new in Estonian kindergartens. Previously, the main duties of a person
assisting a teacher were related to cleaning and other tasks in the room; now their
main role is seen as assisting in teaching and educational activities. Therefore,
the new law has changed the job title and set qualification requirements. This
change is fully consistent with the implementation of the principles of inclusive
education because, according to different studies both in other countries and in
Estonia, professionals and professional-related resources are very important indi-
cators for implementing inclusive education (Locke et al., 2020; Nelis et al.,
2023; Sharma et al., 2019). The creation of the teaching assistant position in
Estonian kindergartens is an important step in the implementation of inclusive
education because it allows them to participate in activities directly related to the
child’s learning.

In Estonia, kindergarten professionals also include speech therapists and
special education teachers. The qualification requirements for support specialists
are a specialised master’s degree or an equivalent qualification or a speech
therapist or special education teacher qualification and knowledge of the Estonian
language in accordance with the requirements set out in the Language Act (Pohi-
kooli- ja Giimnaasiumiseadus, 2024). Support specialists provide support and
guidance to the child who needs special support and to parents and teachers of
that child (Alusharidusseadus, 2025). Still, it is also one of challenges in Estonia
because of the lack of support specialists. The National Audit Office report (2020)
points out that a shortage of support specialists hinders access to support.
Although positions have been created in kindergartens, specialists have not been
found.

Finally, kindergarten professionals also include the heads of the kindergartens.
The qualification requirements for this position are a master’s degree, peda-
gogical and management competencies and knowledge of the Estonian language
in accordance with the requirements set out in the Language Act (Alusharidus-
seadus, 2025). The head of the kindergarten is responsible for ensuring the
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effective operation of the kindergarten and for managing the activities of the
kindergarten in cooperation with other kindergarten professionals and parents
(Alusharidusseadus, 2025). In addition, the heads of the kindergarten play an
important role in implementing inclusive education. There is a need for shared
responsibility with agreed values, which means changes in leadership principles
(Booth & Ainscow, 2002). It means that heads of the kindergarten act as primary
agents of the changes made in the kindergarten, providing the knowledge and
skills necessary to cope with diverse groups of learners and implementing inclu-
sive education.

3.3. Theoretical study - Study 1

This doctoral study consists of three studies — one theoretical study (Article I)
and two empirical studies (Articles II and Article III). This section provides an
overview of the data collection and data analysis of the theoretical study. In order
to achieve the aim of the study, it was necessary to synthesise and analyse the
findings of the various studies, and therefore a systematic literature review was
conducted, which allows analysis and synthesis of scientific literature in a logical,
transparent, comprehensible and analytical way. It also helps to highlight simi-
larities and differences, describe features and identify patterns and trends across
studies (Alexander, 2020). This would allow this study to provide a generalised
definition and identify the main features of inclusive education and, based on
these, to develop a model for implementing inclusive education.

3.3.1. Data collection and data analysis of Study 1

The systematic literature review was conducted to answer the first research ques-
tion of this doctoral study. The data collection procedure started with searching
sources from the EBSCOhost repositorium. The first search in the EBSCOhost
service found 580 sources using the following keywords: inclusive education OR
inclusion OR inclusive settings AND early childhood education OR preschool OR
kindergarten OR early years AND characteristics OR activities OR framework
OR dimension OR components OR principles OR intervention OR profile OR
structure. After removing the duplicates, 423 publications remained for the
abstract assessment stage (see Figure 1). The abstract of each article was screened
to see if the article met the inclusion criteria: 1) information; the article provides
information on the characteristics, activities or frameworks of inclusive edu-
cation; and 2) context: the article relates to early childhood education. Only
sources with access to the full text were included for further analysis.

To ensure reliability of the study, two researchers assessed the abstracts of the
sources found in the first search. The aim was to collectively evaluate the
abstracts of at least 10% of the total number of sources, i.e. the abstracts of 58
sources. The abstracts were reviewed and evaluated against the two inclusion
criteria. Agreement between the evaluators was then reached on the basis of
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Cohen’s weighted kappa, which had a value of 0.682. The differing opinions of
the evaluators were discussed until a consensus was reached on whether to take
the article forward for further analysis. Descriptions of some assessment criteria
were specified to ensure reliability of the study in the subsequent assessment
process. For example, in the case of the criterion “article is related to early child-
hood education”, it was specified that early childhood education includes children
up to seven years and terms like “early childhood education and care”, “kinder-
garten” and “preschool”.

The next stage was full-text assessment. During this process, any articles that
failed to meet the inclusion criteria were excluded. This resulted in 55 articles
being included for further analysis.

Articles identified through EBSCOhost Web Service (Academic Search
Complete, Central & Eastern European Academic Source, eBook
Collection (EBSCOhost), E-Journals, ERIC, Open Dissertations,
PsycARTICLES, PsycINFO and Teacher Reference Center)
(Articles in English only) (n=580)

v
Articles after duplicates removed (n = 423) Excluded articles — did not
l meet inclusion criteria (article

gives information about the

Abstracts assessed (Abstract met characteristics, activities or

. . o , _ >
inclusion criteria; Cohen’s kappa = 0.682) frameworks about inclusive

(n=423) education; article is in the
l context of ECE); did not access

the full text, (n = 226)

Full-text articles assessed for eligibility Articles excluded based on
(n=197) exclusion criteria (n = 142)

|

Articles included in the analysis
(n=55)

[ Included ] [ Eligibility ] [Screening ] [Identification]

Figure 1. Overview of the systematic selection of the sources (see Article I)

The 55 sources included in the analysis were coded and analysed according to the
research questions: 1) definitions of inclusive education used in the literature; and
2) main features of inclusive education. Qualitative inductive content analysis
was used to analyse the articles. This is a method of analysis that is carried out in
several stages, following specific rules of analysis, and in which systematic
categories are arrived at on the basis of the text under analysis itself (Mayring,
2022). Inductive analysis was considered the most suitable one as it helps to
analyse the gathered data without the need to fit it into a pre-existing model or
framework and allows identification of important patterns and themes from a text
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). This method is a systematic approach to research with
specific steps in data analysis during coding and then grouping the information
(Creswell, 2012). In the first stage of the analysis, one researcher read the articles
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and found meaningful units in the text. Meaningful units were words, phrases,
sentences or sets of sentences that contained definitions of inclusive education
and features of inclusive education. Meaningful units were given names or codes.
In the second stage, codes with similar content were merged and categories were
created. To do this, the sources were repeatedly returned to ensure that meaningful
units were appropriately contextualised. In the third stage, similar categories were
grouped into larger main categories that would describe the dimensions of the
definition of inclusive education or the main features required for implementing
inclusive education.

3.4. Empirical studies - Study 2 and Study 3

This section provides an overview of the development and implementation of the
in-service training programme, the research context and data collection of the two
empirical studies. Empirical studies were needed because the research into
inclusive education needs to establish the applicability of the theoretical results
in practice in order to foster the implementation of inclusion in early childhood
education. The applicability of the model can be seen under two circumstances:
1) whether the structure of the model is in accordance with the practices under
consideration (what does and does not support inclusion in the teachers’ prac-
tices); 2) whether the in-service training based on the model has a positive effect
on the agency of kindergarten professionals in inclusive education. The first step
of the empirical studies was to develop the in-service training programme based
on the results of the theoretical study (Study 1).

This doctoral study provides a holistic description and greater insight into the
implementation of inclusive education. First, hermeneutic research encourages
researchers to analyse their self-awareness with regards to their role in order to
understand how they interpret participants’ meanings and experiences; it also
considers researchers to be primary instruments in the interpretative process
(Patterson & Williams, 2002). The author of this doctoral study has 17 years of
experience in four kindergartens in several roles (as a regular teacher, as a vice
head, and as the head of the kindergarten). Second, hermeneutic research strives
to understand the wholeness of experiences within a context (Patterson & Williams,
2002). An exploratory case study (Study 2) was conducted to explore the pheno-
menon and provide depth to the understanding of a phenomenon (Creswell, 2003).
Subsequently, an intervention study (Study 3) using pre- and post-questionnaires
was conducted. The in-service training programme based on the theoretical model
was deployed as an intervention for exploring whether this programme has a
positive effect on the agency of kindergarten professionals in inclusive education

The next section provides an overview of the development and implemen-
tation of the in-service training programme, followed by a description of the
participants, data collection and data analysis of the Study 2 and Study 3.
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3.4.1. Development and implementation of the in-service training
for kindergarten team members

In developing the in-service training programme, the aim was to support kinder-
garten team members in the implementation of inclusive education by supporting
their agency. Teacher agency has been seen as an important contributor to imple-
menting inclusive education by several researchers (see the scoping review by
Miller et al., 2020). In developing this in-service training, the focus was to provide
support in the three dimensions of agency based on the ecological model of agency
(Leijen et al., 2020) across different domains outlined in the model for imple-
menting inclusive education (Article I). In addition, three principles for devel-
oping in-service programmes to support agency were taken into account: sup-
porting team collaboration; developing professional discourses to reflect on and
develop team members’ practices; and developing team members’ inquiry compe-
tences. Previously, these three principles had been successfully applied by Leijen
and colleagues (2022). Their programme and study were implemented in the
context of basic schools; in our training programme, these principles were
adapted to the context of inclusive early childhood education.

The in-service training was developed in collaboration with two Estonian
universities. The programme was also introduced and discussed with the inter-
national working group of inclusive education that included the researchers from
the University of Stavanger and the University of Oslo. The kindergarten team
in-service training programme was developed within the framework of the school
team in-service training programme, which aimed to enhance inclusive education
in basic schools (see Kivirand, 2023). Unlike our study, Kivirand (2023) focused
on only one course from a larger programme, while we examined the impact of
the entire training programme consisting of six courses and a final study. The in-
service training programme for kindergarten teams was implemented during
2021-2022 in two Estonian universities. Two different versions of the in-service
training programme were developed (see Figure 2). These two versions had
slightly different programme structures, but both versions of the programme
consisted of seven courses, totalling 40 credit points (ECTS). One programme
consisted of twelve face-to-face sessions over twelve months, and the other one
consisted of thirteen sessions over sixteen months. Although the two programmes
differed in the titles and credits of their courses, the topics the programmes
covered were similar and considered the results of the theoretical study (Study 1)
of this doctoral study.
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Figure 2. Design of the long-term in-service training programmes for kindergarten teams
in two universities (based on Article I1I)
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What was important in the in-service training was that all these topics were dis-
cussed in the specific context of each kindergarten, where the participants worked
in order to achieve a meaningful and shared understanding of those topics. Col-
laborative discussions, presentations, reflections, group-based inquiry, etc. within
teams and between teams were applied in all courses throughout the in-service
training. Discussions in teams support the development of professional discourses
(Horn et al., 2016) and help to understand how to support inclusion and avoid
exclusion (Ballard, 2013). Collaborative activities also enable greater reflection,
which positively correlates with the quality of early childhood teaching (Hong
et al., 2022). The second fundamental idea was to offer participants opportunities
to link different courses and to support the analysis of their everyday practice and
learning process through reflection. Reflection on action is considered to be the
dominant activity for expanding teachers’ practical knowledge and supporting
teacher learning in general (Leijen et al., 2020) as well as for providing oppor-
tunities to establish a connection between teachers’ practical and theoretical
knowledge (Leijen et al., 2022). The third essential idea was to shape the partici-
pants’ skills needed for the evidence-based improvement of their everyday practice
and the sustainable development of the kindergarten. Valuing inquiry-based prac-
tice and collaboration is one aspect that teachers struggle with while promoting
inclusive practices and cultures in their organisations (Panti¢ & Florian, 2015).
By the end of the programme, participants were expected to have a deeper under-
standing of the concept of inclusive education, a plan for inclusive practices in
their teaching or in the kindergarten in general and evidence-based solutions to
problems related to implementing inclusive education in their kindergarten. A
more detailed overview of the training programme is described in Article I11.
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3.4.2. Participants in the empirical studies

Participants in the empirical studies (Study 2 and Study 3) partly overlapped
because they were members of the kindergarten teams that attended the in-service
training that is related to this doctoral study. The kindergartens were sought based
on three selection criteria: 1) a readiness to apply the principles of inclusive edu-
cation; 2) a willingness to support their professionals’ agency related to imple-
menting inclusive education; and 3) a voluntary request to participate in the
training programme on inclusive education for kindergarten teams (the team had
to include 1-2 representatives from management, 1-2 support specialists and up
to five teachers). A formal invitation letter was sent to all kindergartens in two
Estonian cities (close to two universities running the two versions of the pro-
gramme). The invitation letter provided information about the studies, but addi-
tional questions were asked to understand how well the kindergartens were
aligned with the purpose of the study. The participants from the kindergartens
were selected by the kindergartens themselves. Participation was voluntary, and
informed consent was obtained from all participants prior to participation. A total
of 50 participants from eight kindergartens (see Article III) attended the whole
training programme. One kindergarten team did not include the support specialist
as this person could not attend the whole training programme. All kindergartens
were municipal institutions (none of them were a private institution).

One of the eight kindergartens that participated in the training programme was
selected for the case study (Study 2). A case study involves exploring a real-life,
contemporary bounded system (a case) (Creswell & Poth, 2018). We selected the
kindergarten that best met the selection criteria for the case study, with its moti-
vation, as well as the fact that the implementation of inclusive education was their
priority, being a decisive factor. The selected kindergarten had already taken
several steps to implement inclusive education, such as creating positions for
additional staff, integrating groups of children with special needs with other
children and introducing smaller groups. Thus, they were to some extent already
aware of the meaning and principles of inclusive education and we assumed that
they would be able to provide meaningful insight into the research problem and
therefore support achieving the aim of the study. The participants from the kinder-
garten were selected by the kindergarten, and all participants were included in the
study on a voluntary basis. The number of participants in the study differed due
to the data collection method. A total of 14 completed questionnaires were re-
ceived out of 18. Seven kindergarten employees (the head of the kindergarten, the
vice head of the kindergarten, four kindergarten teachers and a speech therapist)
participated in the focus group interview. The observation was carried out in one
group of the kindergarten, which included one teacher, one teacher assistant and
17 children. A more detailed overview of the background of the selected kinder-
garten is presented in Article II.

Participants in Study 3 consisted of those participants of the training pro-
gramme who responded to the pre- and post-questionnaire about agency. The pre-
questionnaire was completed by 40 participants and the post-questionnaire by 28
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participants. Both the pre- and post-questionnaire were completed by 24 partici-
pants. A more detailed overview of the selection and background of the partici-
pants is provided in Article III.

3.4.3. Data collection of the empirical studies

Data collection was related to the in-service training programme. Data were col-
lected at the beginning, during and after the training programme (see Figure 3).

June Sept | Oct Nov Dec | Jan Febr | March| Apr May | June

Febr MarchLApriL May

Questionnaire

Pre-
questionnaire1*
teacher agency

Post-questionnaire1
teacher agency

Pre-
questionnaire2**
teacher agency

Post-questionnaire2
teacher agency

| Vebr March Apr May  June '

E PRO! AT THE U TY 1 (40 CP***)

Febr March Aprit  May June | Sept Oct

E Tl PRO AT THE L Y 2 (40 CP) |

*questionnaires at university 1;
**questionnaires at univerisity 2;
*** CP - credit points

Figure 3. The flow of the data collection

Triangulation of methods was used to ensure the quality of Study 2. Qualitative
case studies generate holistic and contextual in-depth knowledge using multiple
sources of data (Miles & Huberman, 1994) that provide a detailed case descrip-
tion (Yin, 2018). A questionnaire, semi-structured focus group interviews, obser-
vation and document analysis for data collection were used in Study 2.

The questionnaire was used to identify the features of inclusive education that
are important for implementing inclusive education. The questionnaire was
developed on the basis of the theoretical model for implementing inclusive edu-
cation in early childhood education that was created based on the results of a
systematic literature analysis (Article I). The first version of the questionnaire
was developed by the author of this doctoral study and was later reviewed in
cooperation with the supervisor. The questionnaire consisted of six sections. First,
respondents were asked for background information (age, work experience,
education, and knowledge of inclusive education). Second, respondents were
asked to what extent were the main features of five levels presented in the model
for implementing inclusive education taken into account in the kindergarten (see
Appendix 1). A five-point Likert-type scale was used, where all scale values were
described as follows: 1 = to a very small extent; 2 = to a small extent; 3 = so-so;
4 =to a large extent; and 5 = to a very large extent. The online survey was carried
out via email invitations to the participants between April and May 2021.
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The semi-structured focus group interview aimed to collect data on the
features and opportunities related to inclusive education that are used and/or
followed in the implementation of inclusive education in the kindergarten. A
focus group was used to identify a collective rather than an individual view on
the implementation of inclusive education in the kindergarten. The semi-struc-
tured interview allowed us to ask open-ended questions (Cohen et al., 2018) fol-
lowing the main features of the theoretical model. The interview plan contained
questions about the following subject blocks: child attributes, characteristics of
teaching in an inclusive group, cooperation with parents, organisational culture,
organisational structure of the kindergarten, cooperation with non-kindergarten
institutions and policy and legislation (see Appendix 2). In addition, we focused
on interpersonal relationships and the participants’ culture of communication and
behaviour.

The preliminary interview plan was prepared by the author of this doctoral
study and discussed with the supervisor. The moderator of the focus group inter-
view was the author of this doctoral study, and the interview was carried out in
May 2021 at the selected kindergarten. The interview was audio recorded and
lasted 111 minutes.

The observation allowed us to identify what features of inclusive education
occur in the kindergarten’s learning and teaching process and physical environ-
ment. Observation offers an opportunity to collect "live" data in situ from the
natural environment (Clark et al., 2009). The author of this doctoral study ob-
served activities and behaviour during the learning and teaching process and other
activities during the observation period, such as getting dressed for going outside.
The researcher role in the observation was to be the complete observer, which
means that the researcher only observes and is detached from the group (Cohen
et al., 2018). It was a structured observation, and the observation protocol was
created based on the model of inclusive education presented in Article I. The
observation protocol included the main features of the child level and teacher
level of the model and other features related to them (see Article II). During the
observation and later when reviewing the video recordings, the author of this
doctoral study noted down the activities that met the description of the features
in the protocol.

The observation was video recorded and lasted two hours. Video recordings
can be viewed several times and therefore video data have the capacity for com-
pleteness of analysis and comprehensiveness of material, reducing dependence
on prior interpretations by the researcher (Cohen et al., 2018). Two cameras
placed on a tripod were used for the recording, and they were placed in such a
way that the entire group and all the activities were recorded. The video re-
cordings were stored on the IRIS Connect (2022) platform, which allows secure
storage and analysis of video files in a password-protected environment.

Document analysis was used because it allows a systematic procedure for
reviewing or evaluating documents (Yin, 1994). Documents provide data on the
context within which research participants operate, information and insights
derived from documents can be valuable additions to a knowledge base and
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documents provide a means of tracking change and development (Bowen, 2017).
The document analysis involved two documents, the curriculum and development
plan of the kindergarten, chosen with the aim of acquiring an overview of the
features of inclusive education contained in them compared with the model of
inclusive education.

In Study 3, data was collected with a questionnaire to find out how kinder-
garten professionals make decisions in implementing inclusive education. Pre-
and postquestionnaires were used to explore how the in-service training pro-
gramme based on the model for implementing inclusive education supports the
improvement of participants’ agency in implementing inclusive education. The
questionnaire was based on a previously validated agency questionnaire (Leijen
et al., 2021) and the model for implementing inclusive education (Article I) for
data collection. It contained a total of 74 statements (see Article III). A 7-point
Likert-type self-evaluation agreement scale was used in the questionnaire.

The preliminary questionnaire was prepared by the author of this doctoral
study and was developed in cooperation with the supervisor and the second co-
author of the Article III. Data were collected in the electronic environment
LimeSurvey (LimeSurvey Development Team, 2023) (survey.ut.ee). The hyper-
links of the questionnaire were shared with each participant of the training pro-
gramme. The pre-questionnaire was administered before the start of the pro-
gramme, and the post-questionnaire after completing the programme. Each
participant generated their own unique code that was known only to them. This
allowed us to connect data collected in the pre- and post-questionnaires.

3.4.4. Data analysis of the empirical studies

Both qualitative and quantitative data analysis methods were applied in the empi-
rical studies: qualitative and quantitative analysis in Study 2 and quantitative
analysis in Study 3.

In Study 2, triangulation of the data included the comparison of different data
sources (questionnaire, focus group interview, observation and document analysis)
to verify themes across all sources (Guba & Lincoln, 1981) and to produce a
detailed description of the case. The results of the questionnaires were analysed
using a quantitative analysis method — descriptive statistics (frequency of the
respondents’ answers to each question). In analysing the interview, observation
and documents, qualitative deductive content analysis was applied. This means
that the researcher interprets and makes sense of the data based on the existing
categories. The categories were built based on the model of inclusive education
(Article I) and are described in more detail in Article II.

Prior to the analysis of the focus group interview, the audio recording was
transcribed verbatim applying the Estonian Speech Recognition and Tran-
scription Editing Service (Olev & Alumaée, 2022). The transcription was then re-
read and mistakes corrected manually by the author of this doctoral study. Next,
the transcription of the interview and kindergarten documents (curriculum and
developmental plan) were repeatedly read, and observation recording was
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watched several times in order to find the meaningful units based on described
features of the model. Hence, the first step of analysis was coding, a code being
a name or a label that the researcher gives to a meaningful unit (Cohen et al.,
2018). The second step was to categorise the data by grouping the codes into more
general categories (Cohen et al., 2018). In this study, categorisation meant
grouping codes under the main features of the model. Data-analysis triangulation
was used to compare the features that emerged from the different data sources.
This triangulation of data sources increased the match between the main features
of the model.

For increasing the reliability of the study, two strategies were used. First, two
researchers (the author of the doctoral study and the third author of the Article II)
assessed the appearance of 46 features of the model based on the focus group
interview transcription. The Cohen’s Weighted Kappa for assessing inter-rater
reliability was not acceptable (Kw = .443). Therefore, two coders discussed all
the cases where they had different opinions until they reached a consensus. Second,
the strategy of peer examination, as suggested by Denzin (1978). Specifically, the
author of this study discussed the results of the analysis and interpretations of the
data gathered carefully with the researcher from the University of Stavanger
(Stein Eric Ohna) and the third author of Article II.

In Study 3, quantitative data analysis was applied. Considering the aim of the
study, descriptive statistics that involved measures of central tendency (means)
and standard deviations and test of difference for non-parametric data were
applied. First, Cronbach’s alpha was calculated to assess the internal consistency
of the three scales of agency dimensions (iterational, projective and practical-
evaluative), as well as the more specific aspects in these dimensions. Reliability
analysis revealed that in all three main dimensions and eight more specific aspects
internal consistency was good (a > .8). Next, the compliance of the data with the
normal distribution conditions (Shapiro-Wilk) was carried out. Some data were
not normally distributed and therefore the non-parametric Wilcoxon Signed
Ranks test was used to compare the data collected with the teacher agency
questionnaire at the beginning and at the end of the programme. This method was
appropriate for evaluating changes in the agency of kindergarten professionals. A
change in the results was considered statistically significant if the p-value of the
test was < 0.05. In addition to the p-value, the mean (M) and standard deviation
(SD) of the results were calculated.

3.5. Ethical considerations and the role of the researcher

The European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (ALLEA, 2023) and the
Estonian Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (Centre for Ethics, 2017) were
followed by the author of this doctoral study to ensure the reliability of the
studies, as well as the credibility of the results. An overview of the actions taken
and principles followed regarding research ethics is described below.

The study was approved by the university’s ethics committee (“Research
Ethics Committee of the University of Tartu)” on 6 April 2021. The main
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principle underlying the study was related to protection of participants’ rights. All
the participants were included in the study on a voluntary basis. Therefore, the
kindergarten professionals and the parents of the children who participated were
asked to sign an information and informed consent form in Study 2. Before
answering the questionnaires, the consent of the participants was asked in Study 3.
In the forms, participants were informed of the purpose and all the procedures of
the study and that they were free to withdraw from the study at any time. In
addition, study participants and their legal representatives were informed about
who they could contact if they had any questions related to the study or its results.

The next important principle that was followed was related to data storage and
processing of the data to ensure transparency of the data collection and replication
of the data analysis, if it were necessary. In addition, the principles of participants’
privacy and data protection were followed. All the data and research material
were electronic and stored in the password-protected computer of the author of
this doctoral study. Only the author of this doctoral study could access the data,
and some data were shared with co-coders using Google Drive. The video
recordings were stored in the IRIS Connect (2022) platform, which allows secure
storage and analysis of video files in a password-protected environment. The data
has been deleted from all other devices that were used to collect data. The data
were collected anonymously, and the participants cannot be identified based on
the responses. In Study 3, the codes were used to refer to concrete participants
instead of their names.

The data were used for scientific purposes only, and the results of the data
analysis have been published in a manner that prevents identification of the indi-
viduals or kindergartens participating in the study. All parties participating in the
study (kindergarten professionals, children, parents) have the right and option to
familiarise themselves with the study results in a generalised form and, if so
desired, to receive relevant explanations about the study results from the author
of this doctoral study.

Researcher bias is an important factor in qualitative studies since researchers
possess their own values and worldviews through which they interpret the col-
lected data, and thus the research situation is inevitably influenced them (Cohen
et al., 2018). As mentioned earlier, I, as the author of the doctoral study, have 17
years of experience working in four kindergartens in various roles: as a regular
teacher, music and physical education teacher, and both vice head and head of a
kindergarten. Working as a kindergarten teacher has helped me understand that
each child’s development and learning process can be different. Therefore, teaching
must be tailored to meet each child’s needs and provide appropriate support for
their development. This understanding led me to adopt a more child-centred
approach to teaching. I came to realise that inclusive education is the most appro-
priate approach in early childhood education. At the same time, while working as
the head of a kindergarten, [ noticed that the participation of children with special
needs was not naturally accepted by every teacher or parent. Children with special
needs were not always welcomed in mainstream kindergartens. I realised that
I cannot change other people’s attitudes or rely solely on my own understanding
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as the only correct approach. However, I can support the implementation of in-
clusive education in Estonian early childhood education through evidence-based
solutions. I believe that my approach contributed to the reliable collection and
interpretation of data.

Since 2011, I have been working at the University of Tartu, which has had the
greatest impact on my professional development. I have grown from a kinder-
garten teacher and head of a kindergarten into a university lecturer. This journey
has been challenging at times but also highly educational. I began my doctoral
studies at the University of Tartu in 2019. The choice of my research topic was
influenced by my previous experience in kindergartens, where I recognised the
need for support in implementing inclusive education. My doctoral studies have
primarily helped me develop as a researcher and have deepened my expertise in
the field of inclusive education. My development has been supported by lecturers
and excellent researchers throughout my studies. Additionally, the inclusive edu-
cation research group — comprising experts from the University of Tartu, Tallinn
University and Norwegian universities — has supported me in conducting my
research. During my studies, | also spent a few months in Norway to work
together with a team of researchers focusing on inclusive education in Norway.
This also had a significant impact on my approach towards inclusive education.
Thus, both my practical experience and the insights gained during my doctoral
studies have shaped me as a researcher. I believe that inclusion refers to all children
despite their special educational needs, cultural background, mother tongue or
whatever other characteristics. All these children should learn together and
teachers play a key role in making this learning process succeed. Of course, every
child needs personal attention and adaptation of the learning process or environ-
ment to their specific needs, but this should not be a reason to create permanent
separate groups of them. My belief that inclusive education is the most appro-
priate approach was visible through my body language during the focus group
interview and can be seen in my previously published articles, for example, in
Opetajate Leht (Newspaper for Teachers), made available to participants, and
may have influenced them in giving socially appropriate answers. To avoid this,
I used a triangulation of methods, but it could also be one of the limitations of
this study.

Since reflexivity is a key component of qualitative research (Braun & Clarke,
2022), I engaged in a number of activities to minimise bias. For example, I held
discussions with my supervisor, other doctoral students and fellow researchers at
different stages of the research and reflected on their feedback. This feedback
helped me consider different perspectives and avoid allowing my personal
attitudes and opinions to influence the research process and interpretation of
results. Furthermore, my supervisor was involved in preparing the interview plan,
observation protocol, questionnaire and deductive data analysis framework. Co-
coders also participated in the data analysis. All these activities helped me
critically examine my prior knowledge and assumptions, minimise bias in data
analysis and interpretation and ensure the quality of the research.
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4. RESULTS

This section provides an overview of the main findings according to the research
questions. First, this section provides results related to the operationalisation of
the definition of inclusive education, outlines main features of inclusive edu-
cation identified in various studies and presents a model for implementing inclu-
sive education in early childhood education. Second, it describes the results for
understanding the applicability of the model; more specifically, the findings about
the alignment of the model for implementing inclusive education and the prac-
tices in a kindergarten. It also presents the improvement of the agency of kinder-
garten professionals supported during an in-service training programme based on
the model. All the findings are presented in more detail in Articles I-I11.

4.1. Operationalisation of the contemporary concept
of inclusive education

A systematic literature (Study 1) was conducted to answer the first research
question and to find out how to operationalise the definition and main features of
inclusive education in the context of a model for implementing inclusive edu-
cation. More specifically, the answers to two sub-questions were in focus: how
can we define inclusive education based on the important aspects specified in the
definitions used in the literature? And which main features are related to
implementing inclusive education in the context of early childhood education?

4.1.1. Aspects of the definition of inclusive education

Based on the results of the literature review, on a general level, two categories of
aspects could be differentiated in the definition of inclusive education: a philo-
sophical sense and a practical sense.

The philosophical sense refers to the values, beliefs and approaches to in-
clusion that are expressed in culture, decisions and choices at all levels of the
education system. The philosophical sense could be described more specifically
through four aspects: access, human rights, sense of belonging and social
integration.

Access means education that promotes access to educational opportunities for
all children. It requires a general positive attitude in the society towards inclusive
education where the inclusion of children with special needs is appreciated and
self-evident.

Human rights means that children with special needs are accepted and appre-
ciated in every kindergarten and by every kindergarten teacher. Offering special
support is a normal part of the kindergarten curriculum and teachers’ daily
activities.

Sense of belonging means that all children feel that they are members of the
society and the group and the kindergarten community. All children participate in
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the joint activities at all times and receive the same amount of attention from the
teacher. This means, for example, that teachers acknowledge that they supervise
and work with children with special needs while also working with children with-
out special needs. They assume the responsibility to support all children and not
delegate the task of supporting children with special needs solely to the support
specialist or other members of the team.

Social integration means opportunities to socialise with peers and society in
general. The appropriate knowledge and knowing the positive effects of inclusive
classrooms could help create positive social interaction. It is very important to
prepare teachers, children with typical development needs, children with special
needs and families for the idea of inclusive classroom.

The practical sense refers to the activities and practical applications that
promote inclusion and could be described through three aspects: the participation,
support and development of every child.

Participation means the placement of all children in the mainstream kinder-
garten or groups and is related to access to education and its regulation at the state
level. At the institution level, it means that kindergartens are ready to welcome
all children with and without special needs, for example by providing possibilities
to move around for a child with visual impairment or in a wheelchair and other
special support providing meaningful participation for every child in kindergarten
groups.

Support refers to the adaptation of the activities and instruction in ways that
encourage access and active participation in the group and offering different types
of support to different children. In addition, it requires that all adults involved
have access to high-quality professional development.

Development of every child involves enabling every child to reach their full
potential. It means that teachers have thought about how to assess and analyse
children’s development and how to use the results of the analysis in planning the
learning and teaching process.

Based on the results, a new definition that takes into account all the aspects
found in the literature and described above was provided for inclusive education:
“Inclusive education is an educational approach that takes into account human
rights and provides all children with access to high quality education in a
learning environment where children feel social integration and belongingness in
their wider social network despite their special needs; it is achieved by the
meaningful participation of all children and personalised support in the
development of each child's full potential”.

In interpreting this definition, we can first point out that inclusive education is
a specific educational approach. Secondly, the subjects of inclusive education are
children, who perceive themselves in a specific way, whereas enabling each child
to realise their full potential is the goal. Thirdly, it refers to the methods — active
meaningful participation and personal support — by which the approach, per-
ception and potential are achieved. The results related to this definition are
described in more detail in Article I.
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4.1.2. The main features of inclusive education in early
childhood education

The results of Study I revealed 43 features of inclusive education in 14 cate-
gories. These 14 categories are seen as main features required for the imple-
mentation of inclusive education on five levels in the early childhood education
system: child, teacher, family, institution and state level. All 14 main features
involve secondary features that describe the main features in greater detail.

The main features of the child level are child attributes, physical, social and
psychical inclusion. Child attributes include every child’s individual attributes
and special needs. There is the need for teachers to be able to notice a child’s
individual attributes and ascertain potential special needs. Physical inclusion
means that the learning environment is organised considering children’s indi-
vidual characteristics and needs, interests and developmental level in order to
promote access to the learning process and meaningful participation of every
child. It involves organisation of the physical environment, space and furnishing,
educational materials, environmental modifications, adaptations of space and
materials/equipment, and how children interact with the space and materials. It
also requires considering the group size and teacher-child ratios. Physical inclu-
sion also means minimising the need to use transport through neighbourhood
placements whenever possible. Social inclusion means positive relationships,
interactions among children and friendship, and a positive attitude toward
children with special needs. The main role of social inclusion is the facilitation of
building positive peer-to-peer relationships and child-child interactions during
free play in the kindergarten. Psychical inclusion means that children with special
needs are welcomed and appreciated as equal members of the kindergarten group.

The main features of the teacher level include teacher attributes and class-
room practices. Teacher attributes involve teachers’ personal characteristics and
competence. Competence acquired in initial teacher education (qualification, pre-
paration, type of teacher education programme completed, knowledge and skills
of inclusive education); competence acquired in continuous professional develop-
ment (qualification, training in special education); and practical knowledge
acquired in teaching practice (expertise and skills in inclusive education and
teacher values and attitudes, such as general beliefs, self-efficacy, readiness for
inclusion and commitment). Classroom practices should provide a high quality
of the learning and teaching process. This means quality of inclusive practices in
the classroom, particularly in terms of resources, materials and equipment, in-
cluding technology. Resources include the number of professionals in the class-
room. The setting up of learning outcomes and goals according to children’s indi-
vidual needs and capabilities is an important feature here. A positive classroom
climate is created through teacher-child interactions in learning activities, adult
involvement in peer interactions and relationships between adults and children.
Personalised learning activities are an essential aspect of classroom practices. It
includes focusing on children’s individual abilities and needs and offering a
variety of activities on different levels using different methods and interventions.

46



Assessment and feedback should support successful participation and the progress
of children with special needs according to the curriculum and monitoring
children’s learning. Reflection on the practices used is needed in order to examine
and reflect on the methods of teaching.

The main features of the family level include family involvement and family
support. Family involvement refers to family-professional partnerships, which
means regular communication between home and preschool, working with
families while considering the home environment and families’ abilities to access
information. It is important that both parents of children with special needs and
those without special needs are involved in the learning and teaching process.
Parents’ characteristics and family perceptions of inclusion are also important
features that influence family involvement. Family support includes parent edu-
cation and individualised family service plans. It is important to focus on families’
individual abilities and needs.

The main features of the institution level include organisational culture and
organisational structure. Organisational culture involves sociocultural values
and beliefs, the meaning and understanding of inclusion, infrastructural support
and supporting kindergarten professionals in their efforts to become competent,
confident professionals. It requires good teamwork, joint discussions about in-
clusion, co-teaching practices, professional learning communities in preschool,
external trainings for preschool teams and professional learning communities for
supporting the implementation of inclusive education. Organisational structure
means the reconstruction of the preschool system in order to arrange services,
resources and support systems for both children and teachers. Structural cha-
racteristics involve leadership, administrative issues, professional decisions and
preschool options, as well as dealing with teachers’ workloads, extra personnel,
salaries and benefits and scheduling appointments for collaboration with families.

The main features of the state level include policy and legislation, coope-
ration, resources and monitoring. Policy and legislation mean the state/local con-
text, laws, local policy of inclusion and delivery system. It includes the quality of
and accessibility to the curriculum and the formulation of ‘productive’ preschool
pedagogies in which issues of social justice and equity are foregrounded.
Cooperation involves state level interagency support and collaboration between
institutions. Resources and funding involve policy and economic resources pro-
viding fiscal support and resources. It is necessary to think about how the state
might support the implementation of inclusive education. Monitoring means
assessment of the quality of inclusion and evaluations that include the opinions
of stakeholders. This allows the state to receive feedback and plan resources, and
it serves as an opportunity to systematically analyse indicators related to inclusive
education and identify the need for support.

In conclusion, there are a lot of features to consider in implementing inclusive
education (see Article I). Therefore, an operationalised model that includes both
the described categories of aspects of the definition of inclusive education and all
the main features of inclusive education on five levels of early childhood
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education is needed. The following sub-section presents and describes this model
for implementing inclusive education.

4.1.3. The model for implementing inclusive education
in early childhood education

Based on the revised definition and categories of main features of inclusive edu-
cation on five levels, a new model to operationalise inclusive education in early
childhood education was created (see Figure 4, Article I).
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Figure 4. The model for implementing inclusive education in early childhood education
(based on Article I)

The model consists of three circles. The definition of inclusive education lies at
the centre, as a similar understanding of inclusive education needs to be achieved
in order to successfully implement inclusive education. The circle where the
definition is presented is divided into two different parts showing the two cate-
gories of the definition: the philosophical and practical sense, accompanied by
their specific aspects. The other two circles represent how the main features of
inclusive education in early childhood education are operationalised. At the
centre of each level is the subject related to the main features or responsible for
providing access and ensuring the quality of the main features on a particular
level, thereby influencing the implementation of inclusive education. The arrows
refer to relatedness and influence between the different levels of the model. Two-
directional arrows show mutual influence between different levels, and
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unidirectional arrows show that all levels on the outer circle should consider the
child’s attributes and ensure the physical, psychical and social inclusion of each
child as an outcome of the implementation of inclusive education. This model
demonstrates two categories of aspects of the definition of inclusive education
and the responsibility of each stakeholder and could therefore support the
implementation of inclusive education.

In conclusion, as the model is theoretical and developed based on the litera-
ture, it is essential to evaluate the model’s applicability by aligning it with the
kindergarten practices, using wider feedback collected from kindergarten profes-
sionals in empirical studies. In addition, it is valuable to understand how this
model is applicable in designing professional development programmes to support
the agency of kindergarten professionals in implementing inclusive education.
Therefore, the following section presents the results of these empirical studies.

4.2. Alignment of the model and kindergarten practices

Two empirical studies (Study 2 and Study 3) were conducted to answer the
second and third research question and find out how the model for implementing
inclusive education is in accordance with the kindergarten practices and is appli-
cable for triggering and capturing changes in the agency of kindergarten profes-
sionals in implementing inclusive education. First, Study 2 focused on RQ 2, on
finding to what extent the model for implementing inclusive education is in
accordance with the kindergarten practices. Second, Study 3 focused on RQ 3, on
finding out how an in-service training programme based on the model for imple-
menting inclusive education supports participants’ agency for implementing
inclusive education. In the following sub-sections, the results related to these
research questions are presented. The results of Study 2 are presented in
Article II and the results of Study 3 in Article I11.

4.2.1. Kindergarten practices of inclusive education based
on the theoretical model of inclusive education

The results of a single case study (Study 2) are presented based on data gathered
from the questionnaire, focus group interview, observation and document
analysis. The results show that all the main features on the five levels of the theo-
retical model — child, teacher, family, institution and state (see Figure 4) — are also
evident in the case study. Each level comprises main features and secondary
features that describe the main features in greater detail (see Article II and
Appendix 3). Below, the results of each level of the model are described.

On the child level, all the main features presented in the theoretical model,
child’s attributes, physical, social and psychical inclusion, occurred in the case
study. All the secondary features occurred as well, but they differed depending on
the method used. Hence, different methods allowed us to see different secondary
features, or some methods did not reveal any secondary features at all. While the
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questionnaire and the focus group interview brought out all main and secondary
features, the observation and document analysis only partially revealed the main
feature of physical inclusion on the child level. This means that although all main
features and secondary features were considered important, they were not always
evident in practice. For example, the results of observation showed that children
with special needs were often given extra attention and opportunities that support
the teaching of all children together were not always implemented. The question-
naire and focus group interview revealed that the secondary feature the number
of children and teacher-child ratios under the main feature physical inclusion
were important in implementing inclusive education because having a smaller
number of children in the group supports the meaningful participation of every
child, especially with special needs children. However, observation and docu-
ments analysis did not reveal this secondary feature, which means it is still not
implemented in practice.

On the teacher level, both the main features, teacher attributes and classroom
practice, presented in the theoretical model appeared in the case study. All
secondary features appeared as well, but different methods allowed to find dif-
ferent secondary features, on different generalization levels. Results revealed also
one new secondary feature, professional development, that was added under the
main feature teacher attributes. As it is an essential prerequisite for the quality of
inclusive education and was viewed as important by the participants, it was added
to the model as a separate secondary feature. Teacher competence related to the
main feature teacher attributes is crucial in implementing inclusive education.
Participants pointed out that teamwork and cooperation skills as well as specific
knowledge and skills related to special needs are important for coping in an
inclusive learning environment. The results revealed all the secondary features
related to main feature classroom practices. Some secondary features like setting
of learning outcomes and goals, early identification of children with special
needs, assessment of children s development and reflection on teaching, were not
visible during the observation process but were evident in the questionnaire, focus
group interview and in the documents.

On the family level, both of the main features presented in the theoretical
model, family involvement and family support, were evident in the case study.
Unlike other methods, observation was the one that did not allow us to see the
main features of the family level. As for the secondary features, all of these were
present, but different methods revealed different aspects of the secondary features
or showed the secondary features to differing degrees of comprehensiveness.
Regarding family involvement several activities brought out. Sometimes, coope-
ration was hampered by the fact that the parent would not see or recognise the
problem. Although presented in the theoretical model, the secondary feature
family’s perception of inclusive education did not appear clearly in results.
Kindergarten professionals found out about the parents’ expectations for the
kindergarten in general, but they did not ask about and discuss their perception of
inclusive education. Regarding family support, the kindergarten offered speech
therapist services and, if necessary, an individual development plan for the child.
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They applied different possibilities for parent education. Counselling in the
learning process took place through meetings with parents, daily conversations
and development discussions about the child. In order to raise parents’ awareness,
workshops, training courses, round tables and events, among others, were orga-
nised in cooperation with the local government.

On the institution level, both of the main features presented in the theoretical
model — organisational culture and organisational structure — were manifested
in the case study. As opposed to other methods, observation allowed us to only
partially see the main feature of the institution level. With respect to the secondary
features, one secondary feature related to organisational culture — the meaning of
inclusion — was not evident in this case study, which means there are no discus-
sions about the meaning of inclusive education in the kindergarten. In addition,
contrary to the theoretical model, where staff-related activities were presented in
a generalised way, the case study indicated that more detailed secondary features
related to staff should be presented based on the results. Therefore, some secon-
dary features regarding the main feature organisational structure are presented
separately now: structure of employees (positions, number of employees, additio-
nal workforce), work organisation (work schedules, workload, work tasks) and
benefits (benefits, bonuses, rest time and holidays).

On the state level, the theoretical model involved four main features: policy
and legislation; cooperation; resources; and monitoring. Observation did not
reveal any main features of the state level, whereas document analysis revealed
two main features: policy and legislation, which was partially visible, as the
secondary feature state/local context was implicit in the documents; and coope-
ration, which was visible. Based on the questionnaire and focus group interview,
all the main features of the state level were crucial for implementing inclusive
education. Regarding main features of the state level there were challenges that
do not support the implementation of inclusive education in the kindergarten. It
appeared that regarding the main feature policy and legislation, the principles of
inclusive education were not sufficiently clear and unambiguously documented
in the law or were too rigid to implement inclusion. Cooperation between all
stakeholders was seen as important but was perceived as not efficient enough.
Resources were essential in implementing inclusive education, but there were
lack of resources. The results indicated that if opportunities are created in the
form of resources, it will be much easier for kindergartens to implement inclusive
education. Monitoring was also revealed as an important main feature, but it was
found that monitoring at the national level is not sufficient to draw conclusions
to support the implementation of inclusive education at the national level, for
example for resource planning or changes of a law.

In conclusion, the results of the case study indicated that all the main features
presented in the model were valued by the kindergarten professionals and
revealed in their practices. These results are described in more detail in Article II.
Still, there were challenges related to the secondary features describing these main
features. Although all secondary features were important based on the question-
naire and focus group interview, some of them weren’t visible in the practices.
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4.2.2. Supporting the agency of kindergarten professionals
in inclusion through in-service training

In Study 3, the change in agency was studied in three general dimensions and eight
specific aspects of agency and at five levels of inclusion. First, the comparison of
teacher agency in implementing inclusive education was done separately in three
general dimensions (iterational, projective and practical-evaluative). The
Wilcoxon Signed Ranks tests showed statistically significant changes in the iter-
ational and projective dimensions (see Table 3).

Table 2. Changes in participants’ (n = 24) agency in implementing inclusive education in
three general dimensions of agency (see Article I1I)

Scale (number of items) Pre-Q Post-Q mean z p* ok
mean (SD) (SD)

Iterational (27) 5.4(0.9) 6.0 (0.8) -3.279  0.001 .963

Projective (18) 49(1.2) 5.6(1.2) -2.524  0.012 976

Practical-evaluative (29) 5.1(1.2) 5.3(0.9) -0.871  0.391 .969

*Statistical significance of the differences between the Pre-Q and Post-Q (p < 0.05); **Cronbach
Alpha indicating internal consistency of the scale. Pre-Q = Pre-questionnaire; Post-Q = Post-
questionnaire; SD = Standard deviation

The comparison of the eight more specific aspects of agency also showed sta-
tistically significant changes in several aspects, specifically in four out of eight
aspects in two dimensions of agency. Two aspects were related to the iterational
dimension (personal knowledge and personal beliefs) and two to the projective
dimension (long-term and short-terms goals related to participants). The results
indicate that the programme had a positive effect on participants’ personal
knowledge and beliefs and both long-term and short-term goals for implementing
inclusive education. These results are presented in more detail in Article III.

The agency of kindergarten professionals was also compared throughout the
five levels of inclusion, with statistically significant changes being found in all of
them (see Table 4).

Table 3. Changes in participants’ (n = 24) agency at the five levels of the model for
implementing inclusive education (see Article I1I)

Scale (number of items) Pre-Q mean Post-Q mean z p o*
(SD) (SD)

Child level (11) 5.3 (1.0) 5.9(0.9) -3.186  0.002 .939

Teacher level (12) 5.4 (0.9) 5.8 (0.8) -2.549  0.011 .895

Family level (10) 5.3(0.9) 5.7 (0.8) -2.448  0.015 .861

Institution level (25) 5.4 (1.0) 5.8 (0.8) —2.071  0.040 .948

State level (16) 4.5 (1.0) 5.1(0.9) -2.414 0.016 919

*Differences between the Pre-Q and Post-Q are significant (p < 0.05); **Cronbach Alpha indicating
internal consistency of the scale. Pre-Q = Pre-questionnaire; Post-Q = Post-questionnaire; SD =
Standard deviation
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As the results related to the changes in the agency of kindergarten professionals
at all five levels of inclusion were promising, more specific results at each level
were analysed. The comparison of agency in implementing inclusive education
was carried out separately in the iterational, projective and practical-evaluative
dimensions at each of the five levels of the model. /n the iterational dimension,
the results revealed a statistically significant change in agency at all five levels of
inclusion. More specifically, the statistically significant difference was not related
to personal values (p > .05) but to personal knowledge and beliefs (p < .05).
Hence, the results showed that the training programme had a positive impact on
the participants’ knowledge of inclusion, but after completing the programme, the
participants were not convinced and did not feel confident in implementing
inclusive education. In the projective dimension, a statistically significant change
in agency was also found at all five levels of inclusion. On the teacher level there
was no statistically significant improvement in teachers’ short-term and long-
term goals related to developing their competence. Still, the results showed
improvement in participants’ long-term goals for teaching children with different
abilities together. It could mean that participants have a longer perspective for
inclusion, but they do not yet have goals for developing their own competence.
In the practical-evaluative dimension, no statistically significant changes in
agency were found at the five levels of inclusion. The practical-evaluative dimen-
sion is related to environmental conditions: cultural, material and structural
conditions. The training programme implemented did not have many possibilities
to affect material conditions in the kindergartens, and changes in cultural and
structural conditions do not only depend on the participants of the course but also
involve other colleagues, and so this change might be more challenging.

In conclusion, the results revealed that there were indeed changes in the agency
of kindergarten professionals according to their own opinion during the long-term
in-service programme. As the programme was based on the model for imple-
menting inclusive education, it could be concluded that the main features are
relevant for implementing inclusive education in early childhood education.
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5. DISCUSSION

This doctoral study was motivated by the need to support kindergartens in imple-
menting inclusive education, as implementing the principles of inclusive edu-
cation is one of the goals in contemporary Estonian early childhood education.
Therefore, the overall aim of this doctoral study was to develop a model for
implementing inclusive education in early childhood education. The quality of
the model was evaluated through its applicability. The applicability of the model
could be seen under two circumstances: 1) whether the structure of the model is
in accordance with the practices under consideration (what does and does not
support inclusion in kindergarten practices); 2) whether the in-service training
based on the model has a positive effect on the agency of kindergarten profes-
sionals in inclusive education. The results of three studies revealed that con-
temporary inclusive education could be operationalised through 14 main features
which are in accordance with kindergarten practices. This section discusses the
key findings, considering the results of the theoretical and empirical studies.

5.1. The theoretical model for implementing inclusive
education in early childhood education

The theoretical model for implementing inclusive education was developed during
this doctoral study. More specifically, the first step was to define inclusive edu-
cation based on the important aspects specified in the definitions used in the
literature. The second step was to identify the main features related to imple-
menting inclusive education in the context of early childhood education. Based
on these results, a well-structured model was designed for applying inclusive
education at the early childhood level.

The theoretical study revealed that inclusive education can be defined through
two categories of aspects: those considered in a philosophical sense and in a
practical sense. Lundquist and colleagues (2015) have previously used a similar
distribution. These results are in accordance with other studies in the field of
inclusive education in early childhood education. Inclusive education is a broad
concept that can be related to both philosophical and practical aspects, and it
refers to human rights, social togetherness, an appreciation of diversity as well as
to the participation of children with and without special needs in the same edu-
cational activities, routines and play and to their provision of support (Lundquist
et al., 2015; Soukakou, 2012). Another aspect discussed in the literature related
to the meaning of inclusive education is its narrow and broad definitions. The
results of this study are in accordance with the broad definition of inclusive edu-
cation as the aspects of the definition allow inclusion of all groups of children
who are at the risk of exclusion. Still, there is the question of how these aspects
are explained and discussed in the society and stipulated in the Estonian legis-
lation related to early childhood education. It seems that the new Early Childhood
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Education Act (2025) focuses more on the narrow definition of inclusive edu-
cation. According to this new legislation, a child is considered to be a special
educational needs child if they have been advised to implement enhanced or
special support by the out-of-kindergarten multidisciplinary counselling team. At
the same time, some authors (Slee, 2005) argue that legislation and the language
we use to talk about inclusive education could lead to exclusion rather than in-
clusion. Therefore, as Ballard (2013) suggests, to reduce exclusion and create
more inclusive ways of living, we need to think differently and consider alter-
native ideas that would support the development of fairer and more democratic
practices. This is related to both the philosophical sense and practical sense of the
definition of inclusion, as the results of the Study I of this doctoral study
revealed. Consequently, the results of this doctoral study also indicate that the
contemporary concept of inclusive education refers to a socio-cultural approach
and focuses on the interaction and participatory processes that occur between and
among people in social and physical contexts where a person’s thinking and
actions are mediated by the cultural symbol systems and artefacts that surround
them or to which they have access, as is described by Arcidiacono and Baucal
(2020).

Our literature review revealed 43 features that were grouped under 14 main
features related to the implementation of inclusive education in the context of
early childhood education. These results refer to the need to give different stake-
holders in society a better understanding of how the features could be operatio-
nalised and how inclusive education could be implemented in different ways
across multiple early childhood contexts while maintaining the quality of its main
features, as Love and Horn (2021) suggest. The operationalisation of the main
features of inclusive education between different levels of the education system
distinguishes this approach from earlier models for describing the features of
inclusive education. The bioecological model (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998)
and the adapted ecological model of inclusive early childhood education (Bartolo
et al., 2019) are similar in describing the environments around the child. The two-
dimensional model introduced by Odom et al. (1999) focuses on the context of
classroom settings and activities to support individual needs. Several authors
describe the quality of inclusive education by differentiating the features of
inclusive education into structural features (e.g. teacher education, specialised
training, professional development, class size, teacher-child ratios, funding) and
process features (e.g. emotional support, social interaction, classroom organisa-
tion, instructional support) (see European Agency for..., 2017; Fyssa et al., 2014;
Pelatti et al., 2016). However, we are unaware of any model that integrates all
these aspects into a well-structured model. The operationalisation of main
features of different levels of the education system in early childhood education,
as done in this doctoral study, is in accordance with the expectation is that all
levels of the educational system — from national policy to teachers’ teaching and
children’s experiences and learning support — promote the intentions and prac-
tices of inclusive education, as Haug (2017) also suggests. In such a case, the
different levels would support each other and improve the chances of a successful
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implementation of inclusive education. Therefore, the model for implementing
inclusive education in early childhood education was provided through five levels
of the education system based on the results of this doctoral study (see Figure 4).

The definition of inclusive education is the core of the model because reaching
a shared understanding of inclusion supports the implementation of the principles
of inclusive education (Florian et al, 2017; Sukumaran et al., 2015). Both cate-
gories of aspects — philosophical sense and practical sense — of the definition
should be understood and interpreted in the same way by all related stakeholders.
It is highly recommended that a similar understanding of inclusive education be
reached; this supports the implementation of inclusive education (Florian et al.,
2017; Sukumaran et al., 2015). Thus, an effective and high-quality implemen-
tation starts from an approach and mindset towards inclusive education, requiring
discussion, cooperation and inclusion within and between different levels of the
model. The main features of inclusive education in early childhood education are
operationalised so that at the centre of each level is the subject related to the main
features or responsible for providing access and ensuring the quality of the main
features on a particular level, thereby influencing the implementation of inclusive
education. Haug (2017) also suggests that the implementation of inclusive edu-
cation is successful only if stakeholders at all levels of the education system sup-
port it. In conclusion, this model demonstrates the responsibility of each stake-
holder and could therefore support the implementation of inclusive education. As
the model is theoretical and developed based on the literature, the next section
focuses on discussion about the applicability of this model using results collected
from kindergarten professionals in empirical studies.

5.2. Applicability of the model for implementing
inclusive education

Alignment of the theoretical model and kindergarten practices is needed for
applying the model. Therefore, we explored how does the model perform with
regards to implementing inclusive education in accordance with the kindergarten
practices. Moreover, we focused on the applicability of the model by exploring
to what extent an in-service training programme based on the model for imple-
menting inclusive education supports participants’ agency in implementing inclu-
sive education.

5.2.1. Alignment of the model with the kindergarten practices

The results of our case study revealed that all 14 main features of the theoretical
model at the five levels are relevant because the features of the model are expres-
sed in the kindergarten practices. The main features expressed in the kindergarten
practices are in accordance with the theoretical study of this doctoral study and
the findings of other researchers (Ainscow, 2020; Haug, 2017), which demon-
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strate that the implementation of inclusive education is successful only if stake-
holders at all levels of the education system support it. In general, three important
aspects can be highlighted. First, although all the main features were expressed,
some of them occurred partially, meaning that some of the secondary features
describing the main features did not occur. Second, the results of the case study
revealed the need for some improvements in the secondary features describing
the main features of the model. One new secondary feature was added to describe
the main feature feacher attribute in the model, and one secondary feature was
presented in a more detailed manner. Third, the case study revealed challenges
related to the main features required for the implementation of inclusive edu-
cation in early childhood education.

The main features at the family, institution and state levels occurred partially.
At the family level, the study did not allow us to see the secondary feature per-
ception of inclusive education. At the institution and state levels, the secondary
feature meaning of inclusion did not appear. This suggests that the philosophical
sense of inclusive education has not received meaningful consideration and has
remained unclear. The main focus is on the practical nature of inclusive edu-
cation, whereas the definition of inclusive education contains both categories of
aspects —in the philosophical and the practical sense. The results of the case study
also indicate that the concept of inclusive education is mostly referred to in its
narrow meaning. Mostly, the focus is on children with special needs when imple-
menting inclusive education; children with, for example, different linguistic or
cultural backgrounds tend to remain somewhat unnoticed. Still, it is important to
build a shared understanding of inclusion for supporting the implementation of
the principles of inclusive education (Florian et al., 2017; Sukumaran et al., 2015).
Moreover, Kivirand and others (2022) found that the development activities
planned in the institution for implementing inclusion depended to a large degree
on how the institution had understood the concept of inclusive education and then
also focused on how to increase the capacity of the whole institution to put inclu-
sive education into practice. These results indicated school level activities but are
also relevant in early childhood education as universal activities in the func-
tioning of an institution. In addition, these activities are essential assumptions in
implementing inclusive education, as is also shown in this doctoral study. Thus,
to raise the awareness of parents, kindergarten professionals and the public, the
nature of inclusive education and its positive effects should be discussed much
more in society.

Some new secondary features were added to the model based on the results of
the case study. On the teacher level, the secondary feature teacher s professional
development was added under the main feature teacher attribute. Teachers’ con-
tinuous professional development was shown to be an essential prerequisite for
the implementation of inclusive education and its quality. More specifically, the
study revealed a lack of teachers’ specific skills in supporting children with
special needs and kindergarten professionals’ low awareness of inclusive edu-
cation. These results are in accordance with international studies (Chadwell et al.,
2020; Florian & Gamedda, 2020) and studies conducted in Estonia at the school
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level as well as at the early childhood education level (Héidkind & Oras; 2016;
Kivirand, 2020; Silm et al., 2024). Teachers’ insufficient preparation has been
seen as a barrier to implementing inclusive education (Chadwell et al., 2020;
Sharma et al., 2019). The provision of continuous professional development is
associated with changes in practices, increased performance of learners and insti-
tutional improvement (Youmans & Godden, 2022), and therefore the secondary
feature related to teacher’s professional development was added to the model
created during this doctoral study. On the institution level, the secondary feature
presented in the theoretical model as personnel-related activities was specified.
The case study revealed that more detailed secondary features could be presented
separately here: structure of employees (positions, number of employees, addi-
tional workforce), work organisation (work schedules, workload, work tasks) and
benefits (benefits, bonuses, rest time and holidays). These secondary features
derived from the local context and participants perceived them as problems
regarding the implementation of inclusive education. Kindergarten professionals
and professionals-related resources are very important indicators for imple-
menting inclusive education (Locke et al., 2020; Sharma et al., 2019). To provide
an inclusive environment, adequate resources and facilities are essential (Purcell
et al., 2007). Both adequate human resources and financial resources should be
provided, but it seems to be one of the main challenges in implementing inclusive
education around the world and also in Estonia (Schuelka, 2018; Silm et al.,
2024). Thus, presenting these secondary features in the model could help over-
come the challenge related to resources.

Although the main features on the state level are relevant based on the results
of the case study, some challenges were still highlighted on the state level of
implementing inclusive education, as do several other studies (Grisham-Brown
et al., 2010; Haug, 2020; Magntsson et al., 2019; Shuelka, 2018). The main con-
cern in the context of Study 2 was related to policy and the general understanding
of inclusion, as Haug (2020) and Magnusson and others (2019) also indicate in
their studies. Regarding the local policy and laws of inclusion, the case study
showed that the principles of inclusive education were not sufficiently clear and
unambiguously documented, or they were too rigid to implement inclusion. The
new Early Childhood Education Act (2025) was recently approved, which stipu-
lates that a kindergarten has to apply the principles of inclusive education in its
activities, which means that the child participates in the learning and educational
activities for most of their time with all the children and under the guidance of
their teacher. Still, it seems to be too general an explanation, and more specific
discussions are needed about what it exactly means for every kindergarten, as the
results of this doctoral study show. Kindergarten professionals should translate
the goals of policies into practice and play a key role in implementing inclusive
education (Van Mieghem et al., 2020), and therefore a shared understanding by
kindergarten professionals of inclusive education is essential. The new Estonian
Early Childhood Act (2025) also specifies the definition of a child with special
educational needs, but this focuses on a narrow definition of inclusive education
and may encourage exclusion. In addition, the law leaves several implementation
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options for kindergartens to apply the principles of inclusive education. The
model for implementing inclusive education created in this doctoral study could
support kindergartens in their application of these principles as it offers a well-
structured overview of the main features required for implementing inclusive
education.

A lack of support specialists such as special education teachers and speech
therapists and insufficient resources were evident in our study as well. Sharma
and his colleagues (2019) indicate the lack of resources as a barrier to the imple-
mentation of inclusive education. In Estonian, financial support by the state should
increase because it is directly related to hiring additional staff personnel like
speech therapists and teacher assistants that would allow for a more needs-based
support for children and provide a classroom environment that supports learning
for every child regardless of their needs in both kindergartens and schools (Kivi-
rand, 2023; Silm et al., 2024). Unlike international studies, however, this doctoral
study and some studies conducted recently in Estonia (Kivirand, 2923; Silm et al.,
2024) detected ineffective cooperation in the support system outside the schools
and kindergartens; and state-level monitoring and evaluation was also a chal-
lenge. Challenges related to cooperation in the support system outside the kinder-
garten due the lack of quality and accessibility of the support services. Monitoring
and evaluation by the state could give an evidence-based input for improving
cooperation in the support system outside the education institution as well as the
planning for resources, improvements of the legislation and policy and other
decisions related to education on the state level.

In conclusion, the main features of theoretical model are in accordance with
kindergarten practices and indicate the applicability of the model. In addition,
several challenges related to implementing inclusive education were revealed at
the state level. Presenting the main features of the state level in the model could
help overcome these challenges.

5.2.2. Applicability of the model based on the improvement
of the agency of kindergarten professionals during
an in-service training programme

The results of Study 3 explain how an in-service training programme based on
the model for implementing inclusive education supported participants’ agency
in implementing inclusive education. The results revealed that there were indeed
changes in the agency of kindergarten professionals during the long-term in-
service training programme. More specifically, the changes occurred in two
dimensions out of three: the iterational and projective dimensions according to
the agency model (Leijen et al., 2020). These results are similar to a previous
study conducted by Leijen et al. (2022), but some differences were revealed in
the current study. More specifically, in this study, a positive effect was found not
only in the projective dimension, as was found in the previous study, but also in
the iterational dimension. This could be explained by the differences in the
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duration of the intervention and engagement of the participants. The duration of
the current in-service training programme was longer than it was in the previous
training used by Leijen and others (2022). The training programme related to this
doctoral study lasted 13 months at one university and 17 months at another uni-
versity. To increase the engagement of participants, the tasks related to the
handled topics were given to apply these in the period between different learning
sessions. It seems that teachers and other participants need more time to acquire
professional knowledge, beliefs and values, which characterise the iterational
dimension of agency. There were no statistically significant effects in either study
on the practical-evaluative dimension of agency, which is operationalised through
environmental conditions — cultural, material and structural conditions — that
either enable or hinder agency. The inclusive education programme implemented
in Study 3 did not have many possibilities to affect material conditions in the
kindergartens, but the topics covered, group discussions, reflections, inquiry, and
different course assignments were likely to support building more inclusive
cultural conditions and enabled discussions for revising the existing structural
conditions and rules applied in the kindergartens.

One more important aspect according to the aim of this doctoral study was
that Study 3 should shed some light on agency formation in the context of the
five levels of inclusion that are presented in the model for implementing inclusive
education (Article I). The results revealed changes in the iterational and pro-
jective dimension of agency at all five levels: child, teacher, family, institution
and state level. For teachers, we may hypothesise that they mainly have agency
at the level of children and themselves, and to some degree at the family level as
well through the active engagement with parents — in Estonia, kindergarten
teachers usually discuss different matters with parents weekly, and parents are
involved in different events organised by the kindergarten (Nelis et al., 2023).
However, this study also revealed a positive change in agency at the institution
and state level. At the institution level, this might be explained by the composition
of the kindergarten teams that participated in the programme; it seems that it is
very important to involve heads of kindergartens, who have authority to imple-
ment changes at the institution level. Several authors also suggest that heads of
schools and kindergartens play an important role in promoting inclusion in
education (Ainscow, 2020; Haug, 2020; Shuelka et al., 2018). Furthermore, it
could also be explained by the activities used during the training programme, for
example collective interpretation discussions with equitable instruction (Horn
etal., 2016) and workgroups where participants focus on investigating and
reasoning about issues of pedagogical practice and student learning (Boonstra
et al., 2022) that support kindergarten professionals’ professional development.
Tammemdée et al. (2023) also reached a similar result in their study, where they
found that by supporting each other and discussing important topics, they became
even more effective as a team and gained a deeper learning experience. Moreover,
joint discussions between kindergarten professionals held during the programme
support reaching a shared understanding of inclusion for supporting the imple-
mentation of the principles of inclusive education (Florian et al., 2017; Sukumaran
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et al., 2015). The change in agency at the state level was a very positive finding,
which might be explained by the participants’ improved understanding of the state
level support for implementing inclusive education. These topics were discussed
in different courses of the programme. Thus, it might be that the programme did
not affect the agency of the kindergarten professionals at the state level but
increased their knowledge of state level features as the results showed an increase
in agency related to knowledge in the iterational dimension. Molla and Nolan
(2020) have also suggested that knowledge and expertise build confidence, an
essential element for improving agency. The changes in agency at the state level
refer to the fact that the main features of the state level presented in the model are
relevant and important for kindergartens in implementing inclusive education.

In designing the long-term in-service programme for kindergarten teams to
support the formation of the participants’ agency, three main principles were fol-
lowed: supporting team collaboration; developing professional discourses to
reflect on and develop team members’ practices; and developing team members’
inquiry competences. Previous research has also demonstrated that collective
interpretation discussions with equitable instruction (Horn et al., 2016) and work-
groups where participants focus on investigating and reasoning about issues of
pedagogical practice and student learning (Boonstra et al., 2022) supported
teachers’ professional development. The findings indicate that these principles
are essential to support the formation of the agency of the kindergarten professio-
nals and therefore the implementation of inclusive education.

In conclusion, the in-service training designed based on the model supported
the improvement of the agency of kindergarten professionals in implementing
inclusive education, according to their own opinion. Thus, the results refer to the
applicability of the model for implementing inclusive education in early child-
hood education.
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6. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

This doctoral study provides a model for implementing inclusive education in early
childhood education. Furthermore, the model provides a definition of inclusive
education and the main features required for implementing inclusive education in
early childhood education. The core of the model is a definition of inclusive edu-
cation that includes all the aspects encountered in the literature, and a revised
definition was later formulated based on aspects that emerged in this doctoral
study. In the model, contemporary inclusive education is operationalised in five
levels related to early childhood education: the child, teacher, family, institution
and state levels. Each level of the model highlights the subject who is related to
the main features or who is responsible for providing access and ensuring the
quality of main features on a particular level and thereby influences the imple-
mentation of inclusive education. The model refers to responsibility on different
levels and should help the application of inclusive education in early childhood
education. Although this model has been operationalised in Estonia, it could also
be useful in other countries with a similar context. The findings are also valuable
for designing curricula for improving early childhood teachers’ skills in inclusive
education; the curriculum should especially consider the teacher level features.
More specifically, this doctoral study revealed the positive impact of an in-service
training programme that was based on the main features of the model on the
agency of kindergarten professionals in implementing inclusive education.
Furthermore, this model could promote the evaluation of teachers’ professional
development and implementation of inclusive education in general.

This doctoral study highlighted the challenges on the state level of educational
legislation and policy related to the implementation of inclusive education. First,
a similar understanding of the meaning of inclusive education in early childhood
education is essential. Second, financial support and human support, and evi-
dence-based input for decisions in national educational policy are essential for
implementing inclusive education.

The findings of this doctoral study have several implications for educational
policy and research as well as practical implications for kindergartens and
teachers’ initial and in-service training programmes.

The implications for academic research

* The findings from this doctoral study have implications with regard to the
implementation of inclusive education in early childhood education. Based on
this research, inclusive education, as it has been operationalised in early child-
hood education, does not always lead to inclusion. The model for imple-
menting inclusive education could support examining the effectiveness of
implementing inclusive education.

* A widespread and universal definition of inclusive education provides a frame-
work for research in the field of inclusive education.
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The implications for early childhood education policy

Although the main idea of inclusive education is to increase inclusion and
reduce exclusion, this may not always be the case, according to this doctoral
study. The central phenomenon in implementing inclusive education should be
a common understanding of the concept of inclusive education in the society.
This doctoral study revealed that the concept of inclusive education is mostly
referred to in its narrow meaning, with the focus being mostly on children with
special needs when implementing inclusive education. Children with, for
example, different linguistic or cultural backgrounds tend to remain somewhat
unnoticed. Therefore, discussions about the concept of inclusive education in
the society are essential in order to achieve a common understanding about
inclusive education in early childhood education in Estonia.

This research has shown that policy and legislation do not currently support
inclusion as the relevant regulations are not clear and straightforward enough
or are too rigid. There is a need for additional materials for kindergartens that
could provide support to establish a clear understanding of inclusion and com-
prehensible instructions on how to implement it.

The doctoral study brought out the importance of sufficient resources, in-
cluding financial and human resources to facilitate the effective implemen-
tation of inclusive education. A lack of support specialists such as special edu-
cation teachers and speech therapists in the society and insufficient resources
were evident in this research. It is difficult to increase financial support by the
state. Therefore, the state could think about what kind of work organisation
best supports implementing inclusive education in kindergartens. This doc-
toral study brought out the responsibility and important role of heads of
kindergartens in implementing inclusive education. Perhaps the state should
pay more attention to the competence of heads of kindergartens and the
assessment of quality of management on the state level.

To provide a meaningful implementation of inclusive education according to
the educational policy in order to increase inclusion and reduce exclusion, state-
level monitoring and evaluation is important. Monitoring and evaluation by
the state could provide the evidence-based input for educational short-term
and long-term goals and decisions related to national educational policy.

The implications for kindergartens

To achieve a meaningful implementation of inclusive education in every kinder-
garten, a shared understanding of inclusive education is essential. The concept
of inclusive education and the way this concept is interpreted by kindergarten
professionals are essential in implementing inclusive education in kinder-
gartens. Thus, raising awareness of the nature of inclusive education and its
positive effects should be discussed in kindergartens with children, kinder-
garten professionals and parents much more.
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This doctoral study refers to responsibility on the institution and teacher levels
in the implementation of inclusive education. The implementation of inclusive
education is successful only if all professionals in the kindergarten support it.
As the idea of inclusive education has been highlighted in educational policies
and should be the goal of early childhood education, practitioners’ readiness
for implementing inclusive education is essential. They should translate the
goals of policies into practice and therefore play a key role in implementing
inclusive education. Therefore, the kindergarten professionals should meaning-
fully interpret the main features presented in the model, considering the spe-
cific conditions of the kindergarten.

Professional development of the kindergarten professionals is essential. They
should be provided with training to increase their competence in implementing
inclusive education. This doctoral study showed the positive impact of a long-
term team-based in-service training programme on the agency of kindergarten
professionals in implementing inclusive education. It shows a need for team-
based training that supports building a more inclusive culture and enables
discussions for revising existing conditions in the kindergartens. The com-
position of kindergarten teams of not only teachers but also support specialists
and members of management enables the collaboration needed to form a
shared understanding of inclusive education practices. Therefore, kinder-
gartens should focus on team-based trainings rather than individual teachers’
professional development to support implementation of inclusive education.

The model provided in this study could promote evaluation of the needs of
teachers’ professional development. The main features and features of the
teacher level provide input for creating evaluation indicators of an inclusive
teacher and assessment using these indicators could be the input for the pro-
fessional development of teachers.

The implications for teachers’ initial and in-service training programmes

The findings of this study are valuable for designing curricula for improving
early childhood teachers’ skills in applying inclusive education. The curricu-
lum should consider the teacher level features, especially classroom practices,
as well as other features that influence teachers’ skills in applying inclusive
education. Moreover, the results of this study are valuable for designing edu-
cational programmes to support the agency of kindergarten teachers in their
preparation during initial teacher training and in-service training. More spe-
cifically, based on the findings of this research we can recommend three key
principles — supporting team collaboration, developing professional dis-
courses to reflect on and develop team members’ practices, and developing
team members’ inquiry competences — for designing other courses aimed at
improving agency.
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7. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

Some limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings of this
doctoral study. First, a purposeful sampling strategy was used in the empirical
studies: the selected kindergartens were ready to apply the principles of inclusive
education in the kindergarten; they volunteered to participate in the training
course on inclusive education for kindergarten teams (the team had to include 1-2
representatives from management, 1-2 support specialists, and up to five
teachers); and they were willing to improve their agency in implementing inclu-
sive education. These criteria might have influenced the results as the participants
might have been more motivated to improve inclusion in their kindergartens than
their colleagues in other kindergartens. Thus, the results might be different in the
case of a random sample. In order to generalise applicability of the proposed
model for implementing inclusive education, further studies should be conducted
with a larger sample and any selection criteria that imply participants’ motivation
for implementing inclusive education should be excluded.

Second, improvement in agency was evaluated using respondents’ own opi-
nions, but these may not match the actual situation or the opinions of observers.
Therefore, further studies could use a triangulation of methods to increase the
validity of the conclusions.

Third, in this study we assessed the applicability of the model based on one
kindergarten’s practices and using one intervention (in-service training), and so
generalisations are not relevant. Therefore, the model could be used for analysing
multiple cases. In addition, the model could be used to prepare and analyse diffe-
rent interventions in further studies.

Finally, this model was developed in early childhood education and could
provide a basis for studies to support implementing inclusive education at the
school and vocational education levels.
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APPENDICES

Appendix 1. Questionnaire of Study 2

Kindergarten professionals were asked to answer the questions using a 5-point
Likert scale, where all scale values were described as follows: 1 = to a very small
extent; 2 = to a small extent; 3 = s0-s0; 4 = to a large extent; and 5 = to a very
large extent. In addition, participants were given the opportunity to add their own
thoughts.

Child level main features of inclusive education

1.

2.

To what extent do you take into account a child’s personal and individual

attributes in the kindergarten?

To what extent do you take into account the following features in order to

achieve a child’s physical inclusion in the kindergarten?

* Space (size, layout, etc.)

* Furniture (design, layout, ease of rearrangement etc.)

* Resources (teaching materials and other tools in learning and teaching
activities)

* Opportunities for large group, small group and individual activities

» Teacher-child ratios

* Number of children in the group

» The distance of the child’s residence from the kindergarten

Please write here if you would like to add anything about a child’s physical

inclusion.

To what extent do you take into account the following features in order to

achieve a child’s social inclusion in the kindergarten?

* Positive relations between children

* Creating friendships

* A positive attitude towards children with special needs

» Involving all children, including those with special needs, in different
activities

Please write here if you would like to add anything about a child’s social

inclusion.

To what extent do you take into account the following features in order to

achieve a child’s psychical inclusion in the kindergarten?

* Acceptance of all children, including children with special needs

* A npositive attitude towards children with special needs

* All children, including children with special needs, are offered emotional
support

* The well-being and health of all children, including children with special
needs, are taken into account

» All children, including children with special needs, receive equal atten-
tion from the teacher
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7.

* The opinions of all children, including children with special needs, are
taken into account

* Valuing differences is stated in the kindergarten’s strategic documents

Please write here if you would like to add anything about a child’s psychical

inclusion.

Teacher level main features of inclusive education

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

To what extent is a teacher’s personal attributes important in implementing

inclusive education?

To what extent is a teacher’s qualifications important in implementing inclu-

sive education?

Please write here if you would like to add anything about the teacher’s

personal attributes or qualification.

To what extent do you use the following activities in your teaching?

» Early detection

+ Differentiation of set goals

* Creating a positive atmosphere where children dare to express their
opinions

» Differentiation of teaching and educational activities (different methods,
tasks of different difficulty)

* Assessment of achievement of goals

* Assessment of children’s development

» Feedback on children’s activities to support them maximally

» Use of individual tasks

* Implementation of group work

» Implementation of joint activities with the whole group

* Reflection on one’s own teaching

Please write here if you would like to add anything about teaching.

Family level main features of inclusive education

13.

14.
15.

16.

To what extent do you implement the following activities to involve fa-

milies?

+ Different methods for working with parents

» Identifying families’ expectations for a kindergarten

* Identifying families’ needs

* Finding out families’ perceptions of inclusive education

Please write here if you would like to add anything about family involvement.

To what extent are the following activities implemented in the kindergarten

to support families?

* Training for families

* Individual service plan for families (e.g. services from various support
specialists, counselling, etc.)

Please write here if you would like to add anything about family support.
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Institution level main features of inclusive education
17. To what extent are the following features of organisational culture taken into
account in the implementation of inclusive education in the kindergarten?

Developing a common/shared understanding of inclusive education in
the kindergarten

Common values that support the implementation of inclusive education
Developing a supportive and collaborative organisational culture
Reflecting the principles of inclusive education in the kindergarten’s
strategic documents (development plan, action plans, curriculum)

A curriculum that supports inclusive education and is clearly understood
by everyone

Multifaceted support (collaboration with support specialists, other
teachers and management)

18. Please write here if you would like to add anything about organisational
culture.

19. To what extent are the following structural characteristics taken into account
in the kindergarten when implementing inclusive education?

Decisions made by management support the implementation of inclusive
education (e.g. related to workload, work schedule and rest time)
Additional professional in the classroom (e.g. support person)

Inclusion of support specialists (e.g. special education teacher, speech
therapist) in teaching activities

Opportunity for further training and self-development

20. Please write here if you would like to add anything about the structural
characteristics of the kindergarten.

State level main feaures of inclusive education
21. To what extent do the following state level main features support the
implementation of inclusive education in the kindergarten?

National inclusive education policy

Legislation (Early Childhood Education Act, National Curriculum for
Pre-School Child Care Institutions)

Cooperation with institutions outside the kindergarten (e.g. local and
state level counselling centers)

Material resources (e.g. infrastructure, physical environment)

Financial resources (e.g. salary; possibility of involving additional pro-
fessionals, etc.)

Monitoring and evaluation (e.g. internal and external evaluation
including feedback from the state)

22. Please write here if you would like to add anything about state level features.
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Appendix 2. Focus Group Interview Plan of Study 2

Which child attributes should teachers consider in an inclusive learning

environment?

*  What personal attributes of children should teachers take into account?

* What special needs have you observed in the kindergarten?

* What challenges exist in supporting children with special needs?

What should be considered when supporting each child’s development and

meaningful participation?

*  What factors do you consider when designing and furnishing classrooms
and kindergarten facilities to ensure the inclusion of all children?

*  What factors do you consider when sourcing materials?

*  What actions do you take to make each child feel valued as part of the
group?

*  How do you encourage children to interact with one another?

*  What methods do you use to encourage children to work together?

*  What principles do you follow to ensure the inclusion of all children in
discussions and activities?

What do you do in learning and teaching activities to increase children

activity and support each child’s maximum developmental potential?

*  What principles do you follow in conducting learning and teaching
activities?

*  How do you consider each child’s individuality in learning and teaching
activities?

*  What opportunities do you provide to reach each child’s maximum
potential?

* How do you determine a child’s developmental level?

* How do you consider the results of a child’s developmental assessment
in educational and developmental activities (planning, implementation)?

* How do you analyse the learning and teaching process?

* How do you assess your professional development and professional
development needs?

What expectations does the implementation of inclusive education set for

teachers?

* Personal attributes, qualifications?

What opportunities for family involvement and support do you provide in

the kindergarten to support each child’s development?

* How do you determine each family’s expectations and needs?

* How do you consider the needs of families?

* How do you involve parents in kindergarten activities?

*  What support do parents of children with special needs require?

*  What support is provided to parents of children with special needs in the
kindergarten?
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How does the kindergarten’s organisational culture support the implemen-
tation of inclusive education?

How are kindergarten professionals involved in leadership and decision-
making?

What opportunities are there for collaboration with colleagues in the
kindergarten?

What opportunities are provided for participation in the kindergarten’s
development activities?

What opportunities are there for supporting professional development?
What opportunities are provided for recognition?

What opportunities are provided to support kindergarten professionals?

What should be considered in the kindergarten structure to support the
implementation of inclusive education?

What forms of inclusion do you consider appropriate?

What changes have been made or are planned related to the implemen-
tation of inclusive education by kindergarten professionals? (number of
staff in the group, additional professionals, support specialists)

What benefits are provided or should be provided in the kindergarten to
support the implementation of inclusive education?

What should be considered at the state level to support the implementation
of inclusive education in early childhood education?

What aspects should be reflected in the legislation (social justice/
equality; multiculturalism; the concept of special needs; the obligation to
provide support; forms of inclusion; principles of cooperation with other
institutions)?

To what extent do the resources provided by the state support the
implementation of inclusive education?

What is lacking for the successful implementation of inclusive education?
What opportunities have been created or should be created for the state
to receive feedback on the implementation of inclusive education in early
childhood education?

Is there anything else you would like to add?
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Appendix 3. Table of main features and secondary features

of inclusive education

Main features of
inclusive education

Secondary features describing the main features of
inclusive education

Child level
1. Child attributes

2. Physical inclusion

3. Social inclusion

4. Psychical inclusion

Teacher level
5. Teacher attributes

6. Classroom practices

Family level

7. Family involvement
8. Family support
Institution level

9. Organisational culture

10. Organisational
structure

+ Child’s individual attributes
» Characteristics of special needs (type and severity)

» Environment management
* The number of children and the teacher-child ratios
* Children’s participation in inclusive classroom

* Positive relationships
» Positive attitude toward children with special needs

» Acceptance
* Membership
* Health and safety (well-being)

* Personal attributes
» Competence (values, attitudes, knowledge and skills)
* Professional development

* Quality of the learning process

+ Setting of learning outcomes and goals

+ Early identification of children with special needs
* Positive classroom climate

* Personalised learning activities

» Assessment of child development

» Reflection of teaching

» Family-professional partnerships
* Family needs, family expectations
» Family perception of inclusion

» Parent education
* Individualised family service plan

* Sociocultural values and beliefs
* Meaning of inclusion
* Various support system

* Leadership and administrative issues (policy documents
and curriculum)

 Structure of employees (positions, number of employees,
additional workforce)

» Work organization (work schedules, workload, work
tasks)

» Benefits (benefits, bonuses, rest time and holidays)

» Different forms of inclusion

79



Main features of
inclusive education

Secondary features describing the main features of
inclusive education

State level

11. Policy and
legislation

12. Cooperation

13. Resources

14. Monitoring

+ State/local context
* Local policy and law of inclusion
* The meaning of inclusion

* Interagency support
« Collaboration between institutions

 Financial support
* Resources

» Assessment of the quality of inclusion
+ Stakeholders’ opinions
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SUMMARY IN ESTONIAN

Mudel kaasava hariduse rakendamiseks alushariduses

Kaasav haridus on olnud alushariduses rahvusvaheliselt oluline teema, ent selle
rakendamine kujutab endiselt suurt véljakutset. Seetdttu on kiesoleva doktoritdo
keskmes mudeli loomine kaasava hariduse rakendamiseks alushariduses. Siiste-
maatilisele kirjandusanaliiiisile tuginevalt koostatud mudelit hindasime 14bi selle
rakendatavuse kahel viisil: 1) juhtumiuuringu kaudu tihe Eesti lasteaia kontekstis
ja 2) sekkumise efekti uurimise kaudu lasteaia tootajate tegevusvoimekusele kaa-
sava hariduse rakendamisel.

Hariduse valdkonna viimaste kiimnendite {iks olulisi teemasid iile kogu maa-
ilma on olnud tdhusamate viiside leidmine kaasava hariduse rakendamiseks. Kaa-
sava hariduse pohimdtteks on koikide Oppijate kaasatuse suurendamine ja
korvalejdetuse vdhendamine, mis tdhendab iga lapse Gigust haridusele ning
haridusasutuse kohustust kohandada Oppimist ja Opetamist vastavalt Oppijate
erinevatele vajadustele (Ainscow, 2020; Florian & Panti¢, 2017; UNESCO, 1994).
Kaasamine on tdusnud prioriteediks nii rahvusvahelistes haridusstrateegiates kui
ka alushariduse poliitikates (Alusharidusseadus, 2025; European Agency for ...,
2021; Schleicher, 2019; UNESCO, 2020). Paljud uuringud on nédidanud, et
alusharidus kaasavas opikeskkonnas avaldab pikaajalist ja positiivset mdju laste
akadeemilistele oskustele, sotsiaalsele arengule ja edasijdudmisele koolis (Kwon
etal., 2017; Odom et al., 2011; OECD, 2018; Vlachau & Fyssa, 2016). Vaatamata
sellele, et kaasav haridus on olnud iilemaailmselt oluline teema hariduses, on
kaasava hariduse rakendamine jitkuvalt véljakutseks tdnapideva haridus-
siisteemides, sealhulgas Eestis. Eestis ldbiviidud kaasava hariduse rakendamist
késitlevad uuringud (Nelis et al., 2023; Réis et al., 2016; Silm et al., 2024) on
toonud esile mitmeid kitsaskohti nagu ebaselge kaasava hariduse tdhendus; piira-
tud ressursid; erivajadustega dppijate eraldi dpetamine; hariduspoliitika ja doku-
mentatsioon, mis peaksid arvestama rohkem tdenduspohiseid tulemusi; dpetajate
ja tugispetsialistide esma- ja tdienduskoolitus, mis ei taga kaasava hariduse ellu-
viimiseks piisavalt vajalike kompetentsidega spetsialiste (Nelis et al., 2023; Riis
et al., 2016; Silm et al., 2024).

Uks suurimaid viljakutseid kaasava hariduse rakendamisel on kaasava hari-
duse moiste muutuv tdhendus ja sarnase arusaama puudumine kaasava hariduse
tdhendusest. Kaasava hariduse tdhendus voib erineda riikide vahel kui ka nende
sees olenevalt kultuurilisest, poliitilisest, sotsiaalsest ja majanduslikust kon-
tekstist (Hu et al., 2011; Neesby, 2018; Sukumaran et al., 2015) ning kaasamise
moiste enda tolgendustest (Sukumaran et al., 2015). Eesti alusharidust reguleeri-
vas seadustikus sdnastati kaasava hariduse pohimdtted alles uues alusharidus-
seaduses, mis voeti vastu detsembris aastal 2024. See voib olla iiks pohjus, mis
on mojutanud kaasava hariduse tdhenduse erinevaid tolgendusi. Ka Eestis ldbi-
viidud uuringud néitavad, et kaasamise moiste tdlgendused erinevad Opetajate,
juhtide ja tugispetsialistide seas nii lasteaia kui ka kooli tasandil (Haidkind &
Oras, 2016; Kivirand et al., 2020; Silm et al., 2024). Kaasava hariduse méératlus
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ja viis, kuidas hariduspoliitikud, juhid, Gpetajad, vanemad ja lapsed seda tdlgen-
davad, on kaasava hariduse rakendamisel oluline (Florian et al., 2017; Sukumaran
et al., 2015). Koik see viitab vajadusele kaasava hariduse universaalse definit-
siooni jérele.

Kaasav haridus on mitmetahuline ja selle rakendamise osas puudub samuti
selgus (Haug, 2017; Prater, 2010). Kaasava hariduse rakendamine on tulemuslik
vaid siis, kui seda toetavad sidusriihmad koigil haridussiisteemi tasanditel —
oppijad, Opetajad, tugispetsialistid, abidpetajad klassi voi rithma tasandil, lapse-
vanemad ja Oppeasutuste juhid asutuse tasandil, aga ka poliitikud kohaliku oma-
valitsuse ja riigi tasandil. Mitmed autorid véidavad, et erinevatel tasanditel on
endiselt mitmeid raskusi ja takistusi, mis vajavad iiletamist kaasamise rakenda-
miseks (nt Ainscow, 2020; Haug, 2020). Kaasavamatele todviisidele iileminek
nduab seetdttu muutusi kogu haridussiisteemis. Need ulatuvad muutustest po-
liitikakujundajate vadrtushinnangutes ja motteviisides kuni oluliste muutusteni
haridusasutustes ja riihmas voi klassis (Ainscow, 2020). Tasandite vaheline
sidusus saavutatakse paremini, kui on kirjeldatud iga tasandi votmetunnused
(Haug, 2017). Love ja Horn (2021) leiavad, et vihe on teada kaasava hariduse
vOtmetunnustest, mis arvestavad terviklikku konteksti ehk haridussiisteemi kdigi
tasanditega.

Kaasava hariduse rakendamisel on oluline roll lasteaia juhtidel ja dpetajatel,
sest nemad peaksid poliitikas seatud sihid praktikasse rakendama (Van Mieghem
et al., 2020). Samas ei pea Opetajad end kaasavas Opikeskkonnas Spetamiseks
piisavalt ettevalmistatuks voi ei ole neil olnud piisavalt voimalusi enda professio-
naalse arengu toetamiseks (Rdis et al., 2016; Sharma et al., 2019). Organisat-
siooni tasandil on oluline, et kaasava hariduse tdhendus oleks organisatsiooni
jaoks viga selgelt sonastatud (Kivirand et al., 2022). Ainscow (2020) viidab, et
kaasava hariduse rakendamine on seotud haridusasutuse arendamisega ja peaks
keskenduma asutuse sellekohase vdimekuse suurendamisele. Seega on lasteaia
juhtide tilesandeks kavandada ja rakendada arendustegevusi, et liilkuda kaasa-
vama organisatsiooni poole ja dpetajatel tuleb tulla toime véljakutsetega mitme-
kesises rithmaruumis (Florian & Gamedda, 2020; Van Mieghem et al., 2020).
Opetaja toimetulek dpetamisega kaasavas keskkonnas soltub dpetaja teadmistest
ja hoiakutest (Park et al., 2018). Opetaja kompetentsus mdjutab aga tema tegevus-
voimekust (Leijen et al., 2020). Mitmed teadlased on pidanud dpetaja tegevus-
voimekust oluliseks kaasava hariduse elluviimisel (vt Milleri jt kirjanduse iile-
vaadet, 2020). Lasteaia tO0tajate tegevusvoimekust kaasava hariduse rakendamisel
voivad suurendada doppekavad voi tdienduskoolitusprogrammid, mille loomisel
voetakse aluseks kaasava hariduse kontseptsioon ja kaasava hariduse rakendamist
toetavad votmetunnused.

Kokkuvottes on vaatamata erinevustele kaasava hariduse definitsioonides
siiski oluline kujundada iihine arusaam kaasamisest, et toetada kaasava hariduse
pohimdtete rakendamist (Florian, et al 2017; Sukumaran et al., 2015). Kaasava
hariduse rakendamist soodustab see, kui on kirjeldatud iga tasandi vétmetunnused
(Haug, 2017; Love & Horn, 2021). Kuigi lasteaia juhtidel ja dpetajatel on oluline
roll kaasava hariduse rakendamisel, jidb sageli vajaka kompetentsusest, mis
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omakorda mojutab lasteaia tootajate tegevusvdimekust kaasava hariduse raken-
damisel (Leijen et al., 2020; Miller et al., 2020). Hea mudel, mis hdlmab endas
kaasava hariduse moiste méératluse ja votmetunnused haridussiisteemi erinevatel
tasanditel, voiks selle tithimiku kaasava hariduse rakendamisel alushariduses
téita.

Eelnevat arvesse vottes on kidesoleva doktoritdd eesmark luua mudel kaasava
hariduse rakendamiseks alushariduses. Mudeli kvaliteeti saab hinnata mudeli
rakendatavuse kaudu. Rakendatavus on nihtav kahes situatsioonis:

— kuidas on mudeli struktuur kooskdlas praktikaga (mis toetab lasteaia tege-
vustes kaasamist ja mis mitte);

— kuidas mudeli pohjal loodud tdienduskoolitusprogramm avaldab moju tege-
vusvdimekusele kaasava hariduse pohimotete rakendamisel.

Eesmirgist tulenevalt sdnastati kolm peamist uurimiskiisimust ja kaks ala-
kiisimust:

1. Kuidas operatsionaliseerida niilidisaegne kaasava hariduse definitsioon ja
votmetunnused mudelis kaasava hariduse rakendamiseks alushariduses?
1.1. Kuidas defineerida kaasav haridus tuginedes kirjanduses esinevate
definitsioonide olulistele aspektidele?
1.2. Millised tunnused on seotud kaasava hariduse rakendamisega alus-
hariduses?

2. Kuidas on kaasava hariduse rakendamise mudel kooskdlas lasteaia tegevus-
tega?

3. Kuidas toetab mudeli pohjal loodud tidienduskoolitusprogramm koolitusel
osalejate tegevusvoimekust kaasava hariduse rakendamisel?

Uurimiskiisimustele vastamiseks viidi 1abi kolm uuringut: iks teoreetiline ja kaks
empiirilist. Esimeseks uuringuks oli siistemaatiline kirjandusanaliiiis (uurimis-
kiisimus 1 ja alakiisimused 1.1.—1.2.; Artikkel I), mis hdlmas hindamiskritee-
riumite pohjal valitud 55 teadusartikli analiiiisi. Artikleid analiiiisiti induktiivse
sisuanaliilisi teel. Teises ja kolmandas uuringus olid osalejateks lasteaedade
meeskonnad, kes osalesid pikaajalisel kaasava hariduse tdienduskoolitusel.
Kokku osales koolitusel 50 inimest kaheksast lasteaiast, igast lasteaiast osales 1—
2 juhtkonna liiget, 1 tugispetsialist ja kuni 5 Opetajat. Teise uuringusse, milleks
oli juhtumiuuring (uurimiskiisimus 2; Artikkel II) valiti koolitusel osalenute
hulgast vaid liks lasteaed. Kolmandas uuringus (uurimiskiisimus 3; Artikkel III)
kujunes valim nendest koolitusel osalenutest, kes vastasid uuringu kéigus nii eel-
kui jarelkiisimustikule. Kokku osales kolmandas uuringus 24 lasteaia t6dtajat.
Juhtumiuuringus koguti andmed kiisimustiku, fookusgrupi intervjuu, vaatluse ja
dokumentide analiiiisi (lasteaia Oppekava ja arengukava) kaudu. Fookusgrupi
intervjuu, vaatluse ja dokumentidega kogutud andmete analiilisiks kasutati kvali-
tatiivse sisuanaliiiisi meetodi deduktiivset ldhenemist, kus analiiiisi aluseks oli
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kaasava hariduse mudeli pdhjal koostatud raamistik. Kiisimustikuga kogutud
andmete analiiiisiks kasutati kvantitatiivset lahenemist kirjeldava statistika (sage-
dused) ndol. Kolmandas uuringus koguti andmed kirjaliku kiisimustikuga. Kiisi-
mustik koostati tegevusvdimekuse Okoloogilise mudeli ja kaasava hariduse
rakendamise mudeli pdhjal. Koolitusel osalejatel paluti kiisimustikule vastata
koolituse alguses ja 16pus. Kiisimustikuga kogutud andmete analiiiisiks kasutati
kvantitatiivset 1dhenemist. Nii eel- kui jarelkiisimustikes leiti kirjeldavad statis-
tikud (keskmised, standardhélve) ning eel- ja jarelkiisimustiku andmete vordle-
miseks kasutati mitteparameetrilist Wicoxon Signed Rank testi.

Esimese uurimiskiisimusega sooviti operatsionaliseerida niitidisaegne kaa-
sava hariduse definitsioon ja votmetunnused mudelis kaasava hariduse rakenda-
miseks alushariduses. Tépsemalt sooviti defineerida kirjanduses leiduvates defi-
nitsioonides sisalduvate oluliste aspektide pdhjal uus kaasava hariduse definit-
sioon, leida kaasava hariduse rakendamisega seotud tunnused. Nende tulemuste
pohjal loodi mudel kaasava hariduse rakendamiseks. Tulemuste pdhjal saab
kaasava hariduse moiste méiératlemisel eristada varasemalt Lundqvist’i ja teiste
(2015) poolt esitatud kahte dimensiooni: filosoofiline ja praktiline olemus. Filo-
soofilise olemuse all mdeldakse siistemaatilise kirjandusanaliiiisi pdhjal kaasa-
mise vadrtustamist, uskumusi ja ldhenemist, mis viljendub kultuuris, otsustes ja
valikutes haridussiisteemi koigil tasanditel. Praktiline olemus tdhendab tegevusi
ja praktilisi rakendusi, mis soodustavad kaasamist. Kaasava hariduse filosoofilist
olemust selgitavad tédpsemalt neli aspekti: hariduse kéttesaadavus, inimdigused,
sotsiaalne integratsioon ja kuuluvustunne. Praktilist olemust avavad tépsemalt
kolm aspekti: osalemine tavaharidusasutuses, tugisiisteem ja lapse arengu toeta-
mine. Neid kahte dimensiooni ja seitset aspekti arvesse vottes saab sdnastada
kaasava hariduse definitsiooni alushariduse kontekstis: kaasavaks hariduseks
nimetatakse inimoigusi arvestavat ja heale haridusele ligipddsu voimaldavat
ldhenemisviisi, kus lapsed tajuvad sotsiaalset integratsiooni ja kuuluvustunnet
laiemas sotsiaalses vorgustikus, hoolimata nende erivajadustest, ning kaasamine
saavutatakse laste aktiivse motestatud osaluse ja personaalse lihenemise kaudu
lapse arengu toetamisel tema tdielikku potentsiaali arvestades.

Kirjanduse iilevaate kohaselt on alushariduses kaasava hariduse edukaks
rakendamiseks vajalik arvestada 43 tunnusega. See on markimisvadrne hulk
tunnuseid mistdttu oli vaja luua siisteem, mis voimaldaks nende arvestamist kaa-
sava hariduse rakendamisel. Seetdttu siistematiseeriti analiiiisi pohjal tunnused
14 votmetunnuse kaudu viiel haridussiisteemi tasandil: laps, dpetaja, perekond,
organisatsioon ja riik. Iga tasandi keskmes on subjekt, kes on seotud tasandi
votmetunnustega. Votmetunnuste esitamine haridussiisteemi eri tasandite kaudu
alushariduses on kooskolas ootusega, et kdik haridussiisteemi tasandid alates
riiklikust poliitikast kuni Opetajate Opetamise ja laste kogemuste ning Sppimiseni
toetavad ja edendavad kaasava hariduse rakendamist (Haug, 2017). Tasandite ja
tunnuste kirjeldamiseks loodi mudel. Mudeli keskmes on kaasava hariduse
definitsioon. See on oluline, sest arutelud kaasamise definitsiooni ja tihise aru-
saama saavutamise iile toetavad kaasava hariduse pdohimotete rakendamist
(Florian et al, 2017; Sukumaran et al., 2015). Mudeli iga tasandi keskmeks on

84



subjekt, kes on seotud votmetunnustega, vastutab nende kéttesaadavuse ja kvali-
teedi eest ehk mojutab votmetunnuseid sellel tasandil vdi on ise mojutatud nen-
dest tunnustest. Mudel viitab ka sellele, kuidas tasandid omavahel seotud on.
Teise uurimiskiisimusega sooviti vilja selgitada, kuidas on kaasava hariduse
rakendamise mudel kooskolas lasteaia tegevusega. Juhtumiuuringu tulemused
nditasid, et kdik 14 teoreetilise mudeli pohitunnust viiel tasandil on asjakohased,
sest valjendusid lasteaia tegevustes. Seega nditasid tulemused mudeli rakendata-
vust. Lasteaia tegevustes avaldunud tunnused on kooskolas kdesoleva doktoritdo
teoreetilise uuringu ja teiste uurijate (Ainscow, 2020; Haug, 2017) jéreldustega,
et kaasava hariduse rakendamine on edukas ainult siis, kui seda toetavad koik
haridussiisteemi tasandid. Lisaks, nagu mérkis Haug (2017), on erinevate tasan-
dite vaheline sidusus paremini saavutatav, kui on kirjeldatud iga taseme votme-
tunnused. Uldiselt vdib vilja tuua kolm olulist aspekti, mida juhtumiuuringu tule-
mused nditasid. Esiteks, kuigi koik votmetunnused véljendusid, ilmnesid moned
neist osaliselt. Votmetunnuste osaline esinemine tdhendab, et osa votmetunnust
kirjeldavaid tunnuseid ei esinenud. Teiseks niitasid juhtumiuuringu tulemused,
et mudeli votmetunnuseid kirjeldavates tunnustes oli vaja teha moningaid muuda-
tusi. Mudeli votmetunnuste kirjeldamisel lisati dpetaja tasandile {iks uus tunnus
ja institutsiooni tasandil tipsustati iiht olemasolevat tunnust. Opetaja tasandile
lisati eraldi tunnus “dpetaja professionaalne areng”, kuna tulemused tdid esile
Opetajate pideva professionaalse enesearengu olulisuse kaasava hariduse
rakendamise ja selle kvaliteedi eeltingimusena. Opetajate ebapiisavat ette-
valmistust on peetud takistuseks kaasava hariduse elluviimisel (Chadwell et al.,
2020; Sharma et al, 2019) ning pideva professionaalse arengu vdimaldamine on
seotud praktikate muutumise, dppijate saavutuste paranemise ja institutsioonide
arendamisega (Youmans & Godden, 2022). Seetdttu oli oluline mudelis rShutada
Opetajate professionaalset arengut eraldi tunnusena. Organisatsiooni tasandil
tépsustati teoreetilises mudelis toodud tunnust ,.personaliga seotud tegevused*.
Juhtumiuuringust selgus, et siin voiks eraldi vilja tuua tédpsemad tunnused:
tootajate struktuur (ametikohad, tootajate arv, lisatodjoud), todkorraldus (t60-
graafikud, td6koormus, todiilesanded) ja hiived (hiivitised, lisatasud, puhkeaeg ja
puhkused). Need tunnused tulenevad kohalikust kontekstist ja osalejad tajusid
neid tunnuseid kaasava hariduse rakendamisel murekohana. Lasteaia tootajad ja
tootajatega seotud ressursid on kaasava hariduse rakendamisel véga olulised
nditajad (Locke et al., 2020; Sharma jt, 2019) ja seetdttu on oluline need selgelt
esitada ka mudelis. Kolmandaks t6i juhtumiuuring esile véljakutsed, mis on
seotud kaasava hariduse rakendamisega alushariduses. Kuigi koik riigi tasandil
esitatud tunnused olid olulised, niitasid tulemused, et nendega on seotud ka
mitmed kitsaskohad kaasava hariduse rakendamisel ja, millele viitavad ka
varasemad uuringud (Grisham-Brown et al., 2010; Haug, 2020; Magnusson et al.,
2019; Shuelka, 2018). Peamine murekoht oli seotud poliitika ja {iildise aru-
saamaga kaasamisest, nagu toovad vilja ka Haug (2020) ja Magnusson jt (2019)
oma uuringutes. Eesti hariduspoliitika ja seaduste osas ilmnes juhtumiuuringus,
et kaasava hariduse pdhimotted ei olnud selgelt ja iiheselt dokumenteeritud voi
olid elluviimiseks liiga jdigad. Uus alusharidusseadus (2025) sétestab kaasava
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hariduse pohimdtted ja see annab vdimaluse tulevikus aruteludeks kaasamise
tdhenduse ja kaasava hariduse rakendamise voimaluste iile. Teine kitsaskoht oli
seotud tugispetsialistide puudusega iihiskonnas ning ressursside véhesusega
kaasava hariduse rakendamisel. Samuti toovad Sharma ja tema kolleegid (2019)
kaasava hariduse elluviimisel takistusena vélja ressursside nappuse. Riigi tasandi
votmetunnuste esitamine mudelis voib aidata iiletada nimetatud véljakutseid.

Kolmanda uurimiskiisimusega sooviti vélja selgitada, kuidas toetab mudeli
pohjal loodud tdienduskoolitusprogramm koolitusel osalejate tegevusvoimekust
kaasava hariduse rakendamisel. Kolmanda uuringu tulemused néitasid, et kaa-
sava hariduse rakendamise mudeli pohjal loodud tdienduskoolitusprogramm
toetab koolitusel osalejate tegevusvdimekust kaasava hariduse rakendamisel.
Tépsemalt toimusid muutused kahes tegevusvéimekuse dimensioonis kolmest:
pagas ja sihid, vastavalt tegevusvoimekuse mudelile (Leijen et al., 2020). Need
tulemused on sarnased Leijeni jt (2022) 14bi viidud varasema uuringuga. Selle
doktoritodga seotud uuringus leiti erinevalt eelmisest uuringust positiivne moju
ka pagasi dimensioonis, mitte ainult sihtide dimensioonis nagu oli Leijeni ja teiste
(2022) uuringus. Seda voib seletada erinevustega sekkumise kestuses ja osalejate
koosluses lasteacdade meeskondade ndol. Olulisem aspekt kdesoleva doktorit6o
eesmairgi kohaselt oli see, et uuring selgitab moningal maéral tegevusvoimekuse
kujunemist kaasava hariduse rakendamise mudelis toodud viie kaasamise tasandi
kontekstis. Tulemused néitasid muutusi tegevusvdimekuse pagasi ja sihtide
dimensioonides kdigil viiel mudeli tasandil: lapse, Opetaja, perekonna, institut-
siooni ja riigi tasandil.

Selle doktoritddoga seotud tegevusvdimekuse kujunemist toetava lasteaia-
meeskondade pikaajalise tdienduskoolitusprogrammi loomisel jargiti kolme pea-
mist pdhimodtet: meeskonna koost6o toetamine; meeskonnaliikmete praktikate
reflekteerimine ja arendamine; meeskonnaliikmete uurimispddevuste arenda-
mine. Eelnevalt vilja toodud tulemused néitavad, et need pdhimdtted on lasteaia
tootajate tegevusvoimekuse toetamisel hiddavajalikud. Varasemad uuringud on
samuti ndidanud, et sobiva juhendamisega kollektiivsed arutelud (Horn et al.,
2016) ja toorithmad, kus osalejad keskenduvad pedagoogilise praktika ja dppijate
Oppimise uurimisele (Boonstra et al., 2022), toetavad Opetajate professionaalset
arengut. Kokkuvétteks vaib oelda, et mudeli pohjal loodud tdienduskoolitus
toetas lasteaia toGtajate tegevusvdimekuse paranemist kaasava hariduse rakenda-
misel. Seega néitasid tulemused, et mudel on sobiv kaasava hariduse rakenda-
miseks alushariduses.

Doktoritd6 tulemustele tuginedes saab anda soovitusi nii edasiseks uurimis-
tooks kui ka kaasava hariduse rakendamise toetamiseks Eestis. Doktoritdos
loodud mudel, kus esitatakse kaasava hariduse definitsioon ja vStmetunnused
tasandite kaupa, toetab kaasava hariduse rakendamist alushariduses. Seejuures
tuleks edaspidi rohkem arutleda nii ithiskonnas laiemalt kui ka haridusasutustes
kaasava hariduse tdhenduse iile, mis on loodud mudeli keskmeks, ja jduda sarna-
sele arusaamisele kaasava hariduse tdhendusest, sest nii rahvusvahelistes uurin-
gutes kui ka Eestis 1dbiviidud uuringud niitavad, et selles osas ei ole konsensust.
Sarnase arusaama saavutamine voimaldab haridusasutustel kavandada arendus-
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tegevusi ja leida sobivaid viise kdikide laste motestatud kaasamiseks lasteaias.
Samuti peaksid edasised uuringud keskenduma praktikate kirjeldamisele, mis
aitavad saavutada tohusamat kaasamist, et véltida tdrjutust igal tasandil vastavalt
kaasava hariduse mudelile. ToenduspShised tulemused saavad olla sisendiks
hariduspoliitiliste otsuste tegemisel, pikemate sihtide seadmisel, ressursside pla-
neerimisel ja seaduste muutmisel, et liikkuda kaasavama tihiskonna poole. Samuti
voib olla kasulik uurida, kuidas erinevad sekkumised véivad mdjutada Opetajate
praktikat ja laste kaasamist. Doktorito0st selgus, et pikaajaline tdienduskoolitus
lasteaedade meeskondadele toetab osalejate tegevusvoimekust kaasava hariduse
rakendamisel. Seega saab doktoritods loodud mudel olla sisendiks ka dpetajate
esma- ja tdiendusoppe programmide loomisel voi tdiiendamisel.
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