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Introduction: In order to provide opportunities for high-quality early childhood education and care for each child, inclusive settings need to develop and sustain their potential to enable participation in terms of attendance and involvement for diverse groups of children. In 2015–2017, the European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education completed a project on inclusive early childhood education, focusing on structures, processes, and outcomes that ensure a systemic approach to high-quality inclusive early childhood education. Within the project, a self-reflection tool for improving inclusion, the Inclusive Early Childhood Education Environment Self-Reflection Tool (ISRT), was developed. For purposes of future implementation of the ISRT, the present study focused on the teachers' perspective regarding the ISRT's potential to contribute to enabling all children's participation, defined as attending and being actively engaged in the activities in early childhood education and care. The specific aim was to explore Swedish preschool teachers' perceptions of the ISRT based on their experiences of applying the tool.

Methods: Twelve preschool teachers participated in semi-structured interviews about their experiences of applying the tool. The interviews were analyzed with a thematic analysis.

Results: The thematic analysis resulted in three main themes concerning the teachers' perception of (1) the construction of the ISRT, (2) the time required for using the tool, and (3) the tool's immediate relevance for practice. Each of these themes contained both negative and positive perceptions of the tool.

Discussion: Based on the negative and positive perceptions identified in the three main themes, future research and development of the ISRT in Swedish preschools are discussed. On a general level, the results are discussed in relation to the implementation of the ISRT in terms of acceptability, appropriateness, and feasibility.
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1. Introduction

Children learn and develop through the stimulation and challenges they experience in their social and physical environments. In the early years, Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) provides opportunities for social interaction and learning, and many children spend a large part of everyday life in ECEC. According to the Sustainable Development Goals 2030 Agenda (SDG2030; UN, 2015), quality ECEC is a universal right of all children based on access and participation opportunities in a context where they are engaged and learn. This means that the environment and the practices need to respond to the diversity and needs of all children in an inclusive ECEC.

During the past few decades, the benefits of high-quality ECEC have been acknowledged by the European community and international policymakers [e.g., the United Nations (UN, 2015); United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO, 1994); United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF); the World Bank; and the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2017)]. Furthermore, based on the 1994 Salamanca Statement and the Dakar Framework Education for All from 2000, the Incheon Declaration for Education 2030 sets out a vision for education for the next 15 years based on the UN SDG 2030 (UN, 2015), where an articulated focus on inclusion likewise was emphasized for pre-primary education. The vision of inclusion formulated in these declarations aligns with the general principle for special education in ECEC. It is docking into the fundamental need to be valued and feelings of being a member of a social group as essential in children's everyday life (Haustätter and Vik, 2021). Therefore, inclusion cannot be limited to access to ECEC. It also involves a focus on all children's participation, i.e., that the children are actively engaged in the everyday activities in the setting (Imms and Granlund, 2014; Imms et al., 2017).

The European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education (EASNIE) describes inclusion by defining it as all learners of any age being provided with meaningful, high-quality educational opportunities in their local communities, alongside their friends and peers (EASNIE, 2022). This definition focuses that both attendance and participation are necessary to enable inclusion, encompassing both “being there” and “being engaged”. Engagement can be defined by how much time the child interacts in a developmentally and contextually adequate way with the environment (McWilliam and Bailey, 1992; McWilliam and Casey, 2008). Consequently, being engaged in everyday life in ECEC is crucial for children's social and cognitive development and learning, such as playing and interacting with adults, peers, and materials (Aydogan et al., 2015). Engagement leads to child wellbeing, achievements, and positive development (Castro et al., 2017). It is central in studies of early childhood education and inclusion as it can be regarded as an indicator of positive functioning in the early years.

A prerequisite for child wellbeing, achievements, and positive development in an inclusive environment is a high-quality education (Taguma et al., 2013; Soukakou, 2016; Castro et al., 2017; Ginner Hau et al., 2020; Lee and Janta, 2020; Lundqvist, 2020). Earlier research has proven high-quality ECEC to have positive, long-lasting effects on children's development and learning (Shonkoff and Phillips, 2000; Heckman, 2006, 2011; Pianta et al., 2009; Shonkoff, 2010; Melhuish et al., 2015). Recent research in the United States shows that attending ECEC is not per se associated with favorable development and learning later in life. This is instead associated with several factors related to the quality of ECEC (Durkin et al., 2022). Regarding inclusion in ECEC, there is evidence that inclusive settings tend to have higher quality than non-inclusive settings and that high quality is a prerequisite for children's wellbeing and favorable development (Lee and Janta, 2020).

Building teacher capacity for inclusive teaching is fundamental for providing meaningful, high-quality educational opportunities. Subsequently, the education system needs to ensure that the teachers are initially adequately qualified for inclusive teaching and supported throughout their careers. However, most education systems have no comprehensive capacity-building frameworks for inclusive teaching (Brussino, 2021). In order to ensure that teachers have and retain adequate competencies, they have to be regarded as lifelong learners, and continuous professional learning becomes central. The strategies to promote teacher capacity for inclusive teaching in terms of continuous development can, for example, be formal and informal in-service training (Brussino, 2021).

There are several guides and tools for promoting inclusion, which can be used both in teacher training and in schools that want to achieve an inclusive education context (Sandoval et al., 2021). One such tool is the Inclusive Early Childhood Education Environment Self-Reflection Tool (ISRT; EASNIE, 2017b). It was developed as a part of a project on inclusive early childhood education by the European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education (EASNIE). The ISRT focuses on proximal processes in everyday life in ECEC, i.e., play and interaction with adults, peers, and materials. The proximal processes are necessary for wellbeing, learning, and development and are related to participation, defined as attending, and being actively engaged (Imms et al., 2017). In the ISRT, “engagement” means being actively involved in everyday activities, being the core of inclusion (EASNIE, 2017b), and being an essential aspect of quality in educational settings. The ecosystem model for Inclusive Early Childhood Education (IECE) (see Figure 1) can be used as a model to explain the interaction between ECEC policy and practice to promote child engagement and learning (EASNIE, 2016, 2017a). It can be used to scrutinize the processes in the everyday activities in preschool and support preschool teachers in recognizing factors at different levels that are related to the engagement and learning of all children in preschool. The model is inspired by ecological system theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006) and based on data from 32 European countries in a project by the European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education (EASNIE, 2016, 2017a). Furthermore, the model can support practitioners' work to plan, improve, monitor, reflect on, and evaluate inclusion in their everyday practices in IECE. The inclusive process per se reflects the interactions between the child and other children, the practitioners, and the physical environment enabling all children to belong, engage, and learn. National, regional, and local contexts and conditions in the surrounding environments are highlighted as essential structures for the organization and support for IECE.
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FIGURE 1
 The ecosystem model of inclusive early childhood education (cited from EASNIE, 2017a, p. 37).


According to the ecosystem model for IECE, there are five primary processes through which children are involved in the everyday life of the setting as follows: positive interaction, involvement in daily activities, a child-centered approach, personalized assessment for learning and accommodations, and adaptations and support. These processes within the setting are supported by the next level by including parents, welcoming each child, a holistic curriculum, a social and physical environment for all children, qualified staff, cultural responsiveness, inclusive leadership, and collaboration. There are additional supportive structures in the surrounding society, such as community commitment, interdisciplinary collaboration, support for transitions, and possibilities for staff training. At the highest level in the model are national/regional structures, rights-based policies for ECEC, mainstream access for all children, national curriculum standards, government and financing, monitoring and evaluation, and initial teacher education.

Based on the ecosystem model of Inclusive Early Childhood Education, the Inclusive Early Childhood Education Environment Self-Reflection Tool (ISRT) was developed (EASNIE, 2017b). Furthermore, it is the five primary processes in the everyday activities in the preschool that are focused on the tool but supportive structures at other levels are also included. The ISRT is available in 25 languages on EASNIE's website, free of charge. For the validation process of the English version of ISRT, refer to EASNIE (2017b).

The ISRT can be applied to capture the social, learning, and material/physical environments in the ECEC setting. It consists of eight dimensions with questions reflecting the preschool's inclusiveness. The dimensions are as follows:

1. Overall welcoming atmosphere (seven questions),

2. Inclusive social environment (seven questions),

3. Child-centered approach (seven questions),

4. Child-friendly physical environment (six questions),

5. Materials for all children (seven questions),

6. Opportunities for communication for all (six questions),

7. Inclusive teaching and learning environment (seven questions), and

8. Family-friendly environment (six questions).

The questions are designed to provide an overall picture of the inclusiveness of the preschool setting. For validation of the tool, see EASNIE (2017b). The ISRT is a non-copyright material and is designed to be used in accordance with the needs of stakeholders and contexts. It is important to recognize that the ISRT is neither a standardized instrument that is supposed to be implemented for a specific purpose defined by the authors, nor is the use connected with strict routines in how it should be applied. Instead, the ISRT provides the practitioners with questions that might support them in reflecting on their practices in relation to inclusion. It aims to support a reflective process by focusing on the preschool's social, learning, and physical environment. The instructions for how to apply the tool clearly state that the tool is intended to be used flexibly, guided by the needs of the practitioners, setting, and organization. It is not designed as a standardized assessment or evaluation tool. Preschool settings are encouraged to decide to focus on all aspects or to select some and, if needed, to add their own questions. Due to this flexible approach, the tool can be applied for multiple purposes and guide improvement by various stakeholders, individually or in a group.

In a previous study (Ginner Hau et al., 2020), the ISRT was used in the Swedish preschool context to understand practitioners' perspectives on inclusive processes and supportive structures. From the process of data collection and the obtained data, the ISRT was considered to be a tool that worked well to collect information on practitioners' views of inclusive processes and supportive structures. In addition to the report on the development of the ISRT (EASNIE, 2017b), there are, to the best of our knowledge, few studies on the ISRT.

In the present study, we explore the Swedish early childhood education teachers' perception of the ISRT based on their experiences of applying the tool. In Sweden ECEC is referred to as preschool. Swedish ECEC is a part of the national school system, regulated by Education Act (SFS, 2010:800) and the national preschool curriculum (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2021). Special preschools for children with disabilities are few and predominantly in larger cities. These preschools serve mainly children with autism spectrum disorders and children with severe multiple disabilities. Thus, regular preschools are strongly recommended for all children to have maximal opportunities to interact with their peers. Swedish preschool staff expresses that they need professional support in order to manage the group and the individual child in need of support (The Swedish Schools Inspectorate, 2017). However, it has been suggested that further development is needed for practice to align with the intentions of inclusive education on the policy level (Garvis et al., 2022). The context for this study is, thus, full-day ECEC and that the preschools are required to have the capacity to welcome all children.

Our previous study (Ginner Hau et al., 2020) identified the ISRT as a potentially useful tool for developing inclusion through a reflective approach that is sensitive to the needs of the practitioners (Ginner Hau et al., 2020). For purposes of future implementation of the ISRT, the present study focused on teachers' perspectives regarding the ISRT's potential to contribute to enabling all children's participation, defined as attending and being actively engaged in the activities in early childhood education and care. The specific aim was to explore Swedish preschool teachers' perceptions of the ISRT based on their experiences of applying the tool.

Based on this aim, the following research questions were formulated:

1. What are the preschool teachers' perceptions of the ISRT, based on their experiences of working with the tool?

2. What possibilities and barriers do the preschool teachers perceive to applying the ISRT in order to facilitate inclusive practices?



2. Methods and materials

As previously mentioned, the ISRT has a high degree of flexibility. Therefore, the application of ISRT cannot be evaluated like a standardized evaluation or assessment tool in terms of to what degree users have adhered to how the tool is intended to be implemented. Hence, we chose to explore the teachers' perceptions of using the ISRT with a semi-structured interview that was analyzed inductively in a thematic analysis (cf., Braun and Clarke, 2006, 2013).


2.1. Participants

In the current study, 12 preschool teachers participated. The participants were all preschool teachers with a university degree and no further special education qualification. They worked at seven different preschools with children aged 1–5 years in a municipality in Greater Stockholm. The teachers have experience meeting children with varying cultural backgrounds, as many have immigrant backgrounds, and more than 100 languages are spoken in the municipality. All the participating preschool teachers had used the ISRT together with collogues at their regular team meetings at the preschools.



2.2. Recruitment process

Participants were recruited among preschool teachers that had participated in our previous study (Ginner Hau et al., 2020). Preschools were selected in the order they had reported to have worked with all dimensions of the ISRT. No more than one teacher from each team working with the ISRT was recruited. For recruitment of participants and data collection, two students in the Special Education Program at the Department of Special Education, Stockholm University, Sweden, were involved in the project as a part of their theses. The students contacted the heads of the unit in preschools that had applied the tool and asked for permission to contact the individual preschool teachers. Altogether, contact was taken with 16 of the preschools that had worked with the ISRT.

In the preschools that chose not to participate, either heads of units or teachers declined participation. Without any exception, both heads of units and teachers that chose not to participate did so due to lack of time. After getting permission from the heads of the unit, the students directly asked preschool teachers that had worked with the tool for participation in this study. After an initial contact over the phone, potential participants were emailed with more detailed information about the study and asked to answer the email if they consented to participate. As the recruitment of participants turned out to be challenging, we preliminary regarded 12 participants as sufficient for the objective of the present study. After a preliminary analysis of the collected data, we concluded that no further recruitment was necessary.



2.3. Data collection

Data were collected with individual interviews. These were booked and took place in the participants' workplace, with one out of the two students as the interviewer. The interviews were semi-structured following an interview guide developed by the students and the first author (see Table 1). The interview guide consisted of open-ended questions that focused on the teacher's experience using the ISRT, i.e., questions concerning their experiences of using the ISRT. The interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. The length of the recorded interviews was 20–30 min, and the transcriptions were 5–7 pages (Times New Roman 12, simple line spacing).


TABLE 1 Interview questions to the preschool teachers.
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2.4. Analysis

Data were analyzed with a thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006, 2013). We used an inductive approach and carefully followed the phases formulated by Braun and Clarke. Initially, the first author read the interviews in their entirety and took continuous familiarization notes. These notes were the content of potential interest, content perceived as familiar/unfamiliar, ideas for coding, and responses to the data. The familiarization was followed by semantic and selective coding of the transcripts. In this phase, the first author inductively coded data relevant from the perspective of the aim of the study. When the coding was finalized, the first author listed the codes and relevant data for each. As a next step, the first author reviewed coded data and generated initial themes. Similar codes were clustered together to create initial themes that were distinctive and could be regarded as part of a larger whole. In line with Braun and Clarke (2022), the second author reviewed six initial themes and discussed them with the first author in this phase. The two authors agreed on the following six themes for the teachers' perceptions of the ISRT: (a) The ISRT helps to shed light on areas that otherwise would be invisible, (b) the ISRT includes a considerable number of questions that are difficult to know how to answer, (c) the ISRT is helpful by creating the kind of time that is required for reflection, (d) the ISRT requires time that does not exist, (e) the ISRT is with the proper prerequisites as a useful tool, and (f) the ISRT is constructed in a way that makes it unclear how it shall be useful in everyday practices. In this phase of the analysis, the two authors also discussed and agreed that the six themes had a pattern of being contradictive pairs. Even if the themes could be regarded as contradicting each other, as presented in the Result section, pairing the six themes, they constituted three theoretically meaningful main themes. Therefore, the authors considered it more meaningful to pair these six themes into three qualitatively concerning aspects of the preschool teachers' experiences working with the tool. In the continuous process of reviewing and developing themes, the first author identified the nature and character of the pattern of the contradictive pairs and also reviewed their potential to be themed, which the second author then reviewed. Consequently, the first and the second authors discussed the quality, boundaries, and meaningfulness of the three themes and related data. Thenceforth, the first author revised the names of themes and formulated definitions in dialog with the second author. The themes and definitions were not changed in the last phase of writing the results, but when writing the results, we elaborated and further developed them in discussing the results. All themes are illustrated with quotes from the participants.



2.5. Ethical considerations

The current study has followed Swedish legislation of research on people. A review from the Swedish Ethical Review Authority was not required. However, we have followed the All European Academies (2017) code of conduct for research integrity.

Recruitment of participants was conducted so that it would not be possible for employers or colleagues to get information about who had agreed to participate and who had not. Limited background information was collected in order not to enable the identification of participants by employers or colleagues. In addition, general background information was regarded to have a limited value for the study's explorative approach. When transcribing the interviews, all personal details were omitted.

All participants were informed about the study via e-mail and in connection to the interviews. They were asked to give their consent in replying to the initial e-mail. All information about the study was repeated at the beginning of the interview. The participants were informed about the aim of the study, that it was voluntary, and that they could withdraw at any time without any consequences. They were also told that no one other than the interviewers and researchers of the current study would have access to the data and that the data would be anonymized. They got the information that data would be used for a student's master thesis and research on the ISRT. The participating preschool teachers also gave their consent before the interview started.




3. Findings

The three main themes were as follows: (1) The suitability of the construction of the ISRT, which was composed of (a) the ISRT helps to shed light on areas that otherwise would be invisible, and (b) the ISRT includes a considerable number of questions that are difficult to know how to answer. (2) The time required for applying the ISRT, where time shortage was identified as central in applying the ISRT. This was constituted by (c) the ISRT is helpful in creating the time required for reflection, and (d) the ISRT requires time that does not exist. (3) The ISRT's immediate relevance for preschool practice. This theme covered the practitioners' perception of the ISRT based on whether it has instant relevance for practice, which was constituted by (e) with the proper prerequisites the ISRT is a useful tool, and (f) the ISRT is constructed in a way that makes it unclear how it shall be useful in everyday practices.


3.1. Suitability of the construction of the ISRT

The ISRT is described as composed of questions that helped the preschool teachers shed light on inclusive structures and processes that otherwise would be invisible to them. However, at the same time, the tool is described as including a considerable number of questions that the participants are unsure how to answer. The statements that signify this theme concern the adequacy of how the questions are formulated, which was a common topic in data and manifested in the interviews in completely contradictive statements. The questions were, on the one hand, considered to be highly adequate. Participants described them as good, clear, and easy to understand and answer. They were also described as constituting a good starting point for reflection on inclusive practices by covering a broad area of relevant topics. To an equal extent, they were described negatively as inadequate and unclear. Participants expressed that they had “got stuck” as they could not figure out the meaning of some questions and that the formulation of many questions was odd. It was also brought up that the yes/no construction of some of the questions in the ISRT did not encourage reflective discussions and that such questions were perceived as contradictive as the ISRT is formulated as a tool for reflection. The following quotations illustrate the theme suitability for the construction of the ISRT:

[The questions were] clear, that... you didn't have to sit and think that much, as soon as a colleague said something, the rest of us could spin on it. (Participant 11)

But there were some questions that felt like, what do they want to know, what are they looking for, and what do they actually mean [for example] by cultural diversity? (Participant 12)

I think all questions are relevant, and we have more or less discussed all questions. (Participant 3)

We thought the questions were rather strangely worded. (Participant 8)



3.2. Time required for applying the ISRT

Working with the ISRT is explained by the participating preschool teachers to require time that does not only exist but also creates a temporal space necessary for discussing inclusion. Time is a central aspect for all interviews. Time is described as the main obstacle to using the tool in practice and also reported as the explanation for why participants have not continued working with the ISRT. There are also statements concerning the abundance of documentation the participants are expected to handle in their everyday practices. Consequently, the ISRT requires time that does not exist.

On the other hand, there are statements by the participants regarding the tool as creating the necessary temporal space for discussing central aspects of participation and engagement for each child. Moreover, some participants considered the tool suitable for focusing on a limited number of dimensions or questions at a time by dividing it into smaller sections. The theme time required for applying the ISRT is illustrated by the following quotations:

The only obstacle is the time pressure that you need to organize it with everything you have to do, then I thought these were questions that were really about our work and what is important, but it is so incredibly extensive. It's really our whole everyday practice, so the obstacle is probably just the time. I mean, it must not be an obstacle. We need to find a structure that makes it possible to work with it continuously. (Participant 1)

Then it is the amount of time it takes, and we have a lot of other things … we have forms that we have to fill in every week, every month, and every semester so there is a lot of paperwork. (Participant 9)

We really appreciated this day [working with the tool] when we got to talk about all these areas... (Participant 5)

Time is always an obstacle in preschool because you must prioritize, and working with the children must come first. It is difficult to prioritize reflection and to sit with a bunch of papers and leave our colleagues on their own with the children … it won't be good for the children if you are away too much. (Participant 5)



3.3. ISRT's immediate relevance for preschool practice

The ISRT is described both as relevant and irrelevant to preschool practices. Participants believed the tool to have the potential to be very useful with the proper prerequisites. They also thought it was a tool that was very useful for practice. At the same time, it is also described as being constructed in a way that makes it unclear how it shall be useful in practice. The tool is described as relevant as it corresponds with the preschool curriculum. It contributes to daily practice clarifications and gives the participants a good overview of their work. The participants also gave concrete examples of the outcome of reflections on the practice that the tool has initiated. The tool is also suggested as a relevant starting point for weekly reflections.

On the contrary, the ISRT is mentioned as a part of a constant inflow of tools that shall be applied in preschool that does not contribute to practice. The tool is also said to cover broad and general areas, thus not relevant for everyday practices. Contradicting the aforementioned statement that the tool is relevant by being in line with the curriculum is that the tool is not meaningful because many yes/no questions are more or less like a checklist related to the curriculum. The theme of ISRT's immediate relevance for preschool practice is illustrated by the following quotations:

So, this is a good tool for us, also because teachers come and go. This is a tool that can guide us toward the goals we have. (Participant 4)

It is evident that it is carefully developed and that it is based on the curriculum. I think it is very good because all these questions are what our mission is. (Participant 12)

We can get preschool teachers who have completed an education that can do this, but then we have preschool teachers who can barely formulate a vision regarding the activities she wants to run. So, it becomes difficult to add a tool like this that requires you to know what inclusion means. You should know and be able to formulate yourself. I also see this as a shortcoming. (Participant 10)

… it was pretty easy to use, I thought, but I do not know what function it should fill. (Participant 8)




4. Discussion

For the purposes of future implementation of the ISRT, the present study focused on the teachers' perspective regarding the ISRT's potential to contribute to enabling all children's participation, defined as attending, and being actively engaged in the activities in early childhood education and care. The specific aim was to explore Swedish preschool teachers' perceptions of the ISRT based on their experiences of applying the tool. In the analysis of the interviews, we identified three main themes on a general level related to the teachers' experiences of using the ISRT. The first general central theme concerned the suitability of the construction of the ISRT. This theme dealt with both negative and positive perceptions of how the questions in the ISRT are constructed. The positive perceptions underlined that the ISRT includes questions covering significant aspects of inclusive education. The negative perceptions stressed that it was unclear how to answer a considerable amount of the questions. In general, this generates contradictive implications for future adaptations of the ISRT for Swedish preschools and probably for ECEC. It indicates that an adaptation would require studying the teachers' perception of individual questions in more detail.

The second general central theme concerned the time required for working with the ISRT. In our data, lack of time was expressed as a barrier to applying the ISRT. The tool was also regarded as an opportunity to create temporal space for discussions that would not take place otherwise. As described initially, Swedish ECEC is a full-day preschool for children aged 1–5 years. Considering the context of full-day preschools, it is reasonable to assume that a barrier to using the tool is the limited opportunities for joint reflections, such as the ISRT requires. However, as expressed in the interviews, making time available to work with the ISRT is itself a way to prioritize joint reflections. This might be particularly valuable in a context such as Swedish preschools. Both with regard to the full-day preschool offering limited opportunities of joint time for reflection and that for a universal preschool that welcomes all children, such reflections can be regarded as a prerequisite for a high-quality ECEC. From this perspective, our results imply that the ISRT can contribute to creating opportunities to overcome barriers associated with a lack of time for joint reflections.

Finally, the ISRT's relevance for practice was a central general theme. The theme captured data that described the ISRT as relevant for practice if applied under the proper circumstances and also statements regarding the ISRT as irrelevant for practice. This theme implies the need for in-depth studies of the teacher's view of specific sections of the tool. This could be a way to find out more in detail why some teachers consider the tool irrelevant. Based on such detailed information, adaptations to the Swedish context might increase to what degree the tool is considered relevant. As the tool is constructed in a European context, it is reasonable to assume that implementation in other European contexts will raise questions similar to our interviews. Therefore, even if one of the ISRT's strengths is that it is based on data from more than 30 European countries, some adaptations for individual countries might be necessary to make the tool relevant for inclusive everyday practices.


4.1. Central themes and acceptability, appropriateness, and feasibility

At a higher level of abstraction, the qualities of the themes align with general aspects of implementation. As we discussed initially, a core feature of ISRT is the tool's flexibility, which is supposed to be adjusted to the specific needs of each preschool context. It is up to the end users to decide for what purposes the tool shall be applied in their particular settings (cf., EASNIE, 2017b). In contrast to standardized tools, the ISRT has no clear directions for how it should be applied. Instead, it is intended to be implemented in the most useful ways for practice. Even so, on this more abstract level, the identified themes can be considered to correspond to fundamental implementation challenges in general. The interpretation of the results led us to connect each of the three main themes to three central concepts of implementation: acceptability, appropriateness, and feasibility (Proctor et al., 2011). Therefore, regarding the ISRT as an innovation for supporting teachers to promote inclusive education, these three concepts could be considered aligned with the three inductively identified main themes.


4.1.1. Suitability of the construction of the ISRT—acceptability

Proctor et al. (2011) have defined acceptability as “the perception among implementation stakeholders that a given treatment, service, practice, or innovation is agreeable, palatable, or satisfactory” (Proctor et al., 2011, p. 67). For the acceptability of the ISRT, the perceptions of how the questions in the tools are formulated are central. As mentioned previously, the construction of the questions was both appreciated and criticized by participants. It could be interpreted that those who appreciated the questions understood the instrument's basis as a reflection tool. They used the questions as a starting point for reflections rather than questions that shall be answered. In contrast, those who perceived the tool as a regular evaluation tool and tried to understand the exact meaning of the questions and deliver a clear answer probably became more frustrated.



4.1.2. Time required for applying the ISRT—feasibility

Based on Karsh (2004) and Proctor et al. (2011, p. 69) define feasibility as “the extent to which a new treatment, or an innovation, can be successfully used or carried out within a given agency or setting”. Whether the ISRT is feasible for practice is likely to depend on several factors. However, the time aspect can be assumed to be critical. Similar to the other two themes, this theme is constituted of contradictive statements that clearly establish time as a central aspect of the tool's feasibility. What is unexpected is that the tool is actually perceived as creating time for discussions of inclusive education. While some participants find the tool far too extensive, others introduce ideas on how the tool could be applied by discussing one area at a time based on the needs of the settings. It might be that those who find the tool feasible regarding time have acknowledged the possibilities they have to design how to apply the ISRT, whereas those who find the tool too demanding in regard to time might perceive it as a traditional evaluation tool.



4.1.3. ISRTs immediate relevance for preschool practice—appropriateness

Appropriateness is defined as “the perceived fit, relevance, or compatibility of the innovation or evidence-based practice for a given practice setting, provider, or consumer; and/or perceived fit of the innovation to address a particular issue or problem” (Proctor et al., 2011, p. 69). In line with this definition, the results from the current study concerning participating preschool teachers' beliefs of the relevance of the ISRT in promoting inclusive education can be considered as corresponding to the concept of appropriateness. Some experience the tool as helpful in everyday practices, whereas others find it difficult to see the ISRT's relevance for practice. It should be noted that some of the difficulties the participants express could be related to the freedom they have to adjust the tool for the needs of their specific settings might not be sufficiently communicated.




4.2. Limitations

This study is, to the best of our knowledge, the first to explore teachers' perceptions of applying the ISRT. The study provides valuable information for future implementation of the ISRT. However, the study also has limitations, mainly related to the limited number of participants recruited from a geographically restricted area. For confidentiality reasons, we chose not to collect detailed information about the participants. Further knowledge about the participants could have contributed to the comprehensiveness of our data. None of the participants had a special education degree, thus, this type of instrument might have been unfamiliar to them. In addition, the participants had limited experience with using the tool, and we did not follow their processes for applying it over time. The teachers' perceptions of the tool are, however, in line with the findings in our previous study, for example, concerning problems with how some of the questions are constructed (Ginner Hau et al., 2020). The results should not be generalized. Nevertheless, our results could be assumed to have relevance for other contexts inside and outside Sweden. There is a need for further implementation studies on the ISRT.



4.3. Conclusion and implications

The ISRT is a tool that should support reflective processes regarding the preschool's social, learning, and physical environment (EASNIE, 2017b). According to its instructions, it is a tool intended to be used flexibly, guided by the needs of the practitioners, setting, and organization. The ISRT should not be implemented as a standardized assessment or evaluation tool. Even so, some participants appear to assume that they are supposed to apply the ISRT for evaluative purposes. One possible explanation for this could be the emphasis on evaluations in Swedish preschools (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2011, 2018). Possibly, this can have led practitioners to regard the purposes of discussions and documentation to be solely evaluative rather than joint reflections having an intrinsic value.

Furthermore, evaluations in Swedish preschools usually aim to identify measures that need to be undertaken, which might also have hindered practitioners from appreciating the reflective approach of the ISRT. Therefore, introducing a tool such as the ISRT in a context such as the Swedish preschools requires careful consideration of what barriers a well-established evaluative tradition might constitute for implementing a tool that aims to promote reflective processes. However, some of the questions of the ISRT partly have a construction that does not necessarily support reflection (Ginner Hau et al., 2020). Revising the formulation of some questions might enhance the potential of the tool to encourage reflection.

Feasibility in the Swedish context could be improved by guiding stakeholders in planning their work with the ISRT. For example, by adding concrete instructions and examples pointing to the importance of deciding what they want to achieve when using the tool. Such instructions might improve users' confidence in choosing their purposes with the tool and adapting it to their needs in developing inclusive education. A more general interpretation is that for an unstandardized tool without fixed procedures, there are challenges in communicating how it should be applied.

One of the strengths of the ISRT is that it is based on information about structures and processes collected in ECEC in most European countries (EASNIE, 2017a,b). There are, however, linguistic aspects that should be considered. The tool was constructed with English as the working language, and the validation was performed based on the English version (cf., EASNIE, 2017b). The tool has been translated into more than 20 languages, of which Swedish was one. However, ecological validation is necessary for using the ISRT in different countries with different languages and practices. Subsequently, the results regarding comprehensiveness may be interpreted as the necessity for such an ecological validation for the tool to be implemented in Swedish preschools.

Finally, exploring the application of the ISRT, both in the current study and in our previous study (Ginner Hau et al., 2020), the results can be interpreted as shedding light on participation not only as a key for inclusion in terms of children's participation but also in terms of practitioners' active engagement. In turn, this could be regarded in the light of the potential to increase the preschools' capacity to enable all children's participation. The development and use of tools such as the ISRT require that teachers are motivated to be engaged in each child's active participation and inclusive practices. Hence, acceptance, appropriateness, and feasibility for tools such as the ISRT might best be achieved by co-production in close collaboration with practitioners in preschools.
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What is your experience using the Inclusive Early Childhood Education
Environment Self-Reflection Tool?

When using the ISRT, did you and your colleagues discuss something that has
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Do you meet other preschool teachers regularly to reflect on the preschool
practice together?
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