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Abstract

Research shows that, despite the promise of inclusive early childhood education (ECE) in
national and international legislation, disabled children and their families are still
marginalised in ECE (Lyons, 2021; Macartney, 2011, 2019; Purdue, 2009). Recent work in
Critical Disability Studies (CDS) and Disability Studies in Education (DSE) has connected
this ongoing marginalisation of disabled children to the bias associated with ableism.
Ableism is influenced by the ideology of normalcy, which produces the notion of a ‘normal’
child, and simultaneously conceptualises a disabled child as ‘other’ in relation to their rights
and participation. However, ableism and its impact on excluding disabled children and their
families in ECE have been given little acknowledgement (Love & Beneke, 2021; Macartney,
2019). To address this gap, this study investigates whether and how ableism operates in an
ECE setting in New Zealand, in order to understand its impact on the inclusion of autistic
children and their families. Additionally, this study explores how disability awareness and
critical reflection on their practices can help teachers support inclusive practices for autistic
children. The study also analyses key policy documents in early childhood education and

special education.

This study adopted the theoretical frameworks of Disability Studies in Education (DSE) and
ableism. DSE challenges ableist ideologies and practices that dehumanise disabled children
and focuses on the role of educational settings and broader society in supporting inclusion
(Baglieri & Bacon, 2020). The research uses two data sets i) two policy documents, Te
Whariki (Ministry of Education (MoE), 2017) and Success for All (MoE, 2010), and ii) a case
study within an ECE setting. The methods used to collect case study data included individual
interviews with staff as well as a parent of an autistic child; video recordings and
observations of interactions with autistic children in the ECE setting; a teachers’ focus group
discussion; and analysis of documents written and used in the ECE setting. The analytical
tools of thematic analysis and Fairclough’s (1995, 2003) approach of Critical Discourse
Analysis (CDA) were used to identify the discourses of ableism within both data sets. The
thesis examines how these discourses as social practices disrupted the inclusion of autistic

children.

The findings indicate evidence of ableism operating in ECE policies and interactions in the

ECE setting via the dominant discourses of developmental psychology, the medical model of



disability, special education, and neoliberalism, and indicate that these discourses inform
disablist practices that negatively impact the inclusion of autistic children. The findings also
highlight that disability awareness and providing space, time and collaborative support to
teachers for critically reflecting on their practices can positively change their thinking
towards autistic children and empower them to affect changes in their teaching. A key
argument is that the theoretical understanding developed in this study draws attention to the
importance of the DSE framework in recognising and challenging ableism and reorienting
thinking around inclusion in ECE policy and practice. Accordingly, the study offers
theoretical ideas that can be used to work against ableism and promote inclusive practice for

autistic and other disabled children.
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Chapter One: Introduction

Chapter Overview

This chapter provides an overview of the research study. The chapter introduces the focus of
this thesis and the theoretical perspectives | have adopted. I then explain the rationale for the
study, and discuss the research context of inclusive early childhood education (ECE) for
disabled learners in New Zealand. The research questions are established, and data collection
and analytical methods are outlined. Finally, | describe my position as a researcher. The

chapter concludes with an outline of the thesis.

Thesis Focus and Theoretical Framework

This study examines whether and how ableism operates in ECE in New Zealand and
considers its impact on the inclusion of autistic children. The research inquiry employs the
theoretical framework of Disability Studies in Education (DSE) and the concept of ableism.
The definition of ableism in this study is drawn from Campbell’s (2009) theorising of

ableism as:

a network of beliefs, processes and practices that produces a particular kind of self and
body (the corporeal standard) that is projected as the perfect, essential and fully human.

Disability then is cast as a diminished state of being human (p. 44).

Campbell’s (2009) definition focusses on ableism in education with its expectations of
‘ability’ and a preference for ‘normalcy’. These powerful mechanisms of ableism situate
disabled children as ‘other’ and in need of remediation to conform to the perceived
‘normalcy’ of able-bodied children in the education system. DSE has been chosen as a
theoretical framework to review the construct of ableism and question its exclusionary impact
on autistic learners (Baglieri & Lalvani, 2020; Baglieri et al., 2011a; Ferri & Bacon, 2011;
Slee et al., 2019). DSE provides a framework to examine and resist ableism and opportunities
to build and sustain inclusive education (Baglieri & Bacon, 2020). DSE encourages teachers
to seek a transformative approach to resist the “hegemony of normalcy” and its related ableist
beliefs which may dominate an education curriculum. DSE provides a lens to question norms

about who belongs and who makes decisions about children’s participation (Connor & Gabel,
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2013). Employing DSE perspectives and using ableism as the main concept, | was interested
in investigating whether and how ableism was visible in two ECE policies, and the beliefs of
ECE teachers and interactions in an ECE setting. Additionally, I inquired into the experiences
of parents of autistic children and the possible impacts of ableism on inclusion and exclusion
experiences. | intended to encourage disability awareness and critical reflection on teaching
practices to empower teachers to create an inclusive learning environment for autistic learners

and to resist ableism.

The following section outlines the research context, and the relevant academic literature, and

identifies gaps in ECE research on ableism.

Research Context

The study was undertaken in Aotearoa New Zealand. New Zealand has a rich history of ECE
provision that caters to the diverse needs of children and their families and has made
significant academic contributions to the development of thinking and practices in ECE both
locally and internationally (Shuker & Cherrington, 2016). New Zealand has a diverse range
of ECE services, including part- and full-day community-based, not-for-profit and private
centres. These services can either be teacher-led or parent/whanau-led (whanau means
extended family) services (MoE, 2014a). Teacher-led services provide care and education for
young children and are staffed by qualified teachers with recognised teaching qualifications
in ECE. There are three teacher-led service types: education and care centres, kindergartens
and home-based services. Parent/whanau-led services provide care and education for young
children supervised by parents or teachers/kaiako who are specifically trained in philosophies
and practices of that particular service. Parent/whanau-led services are playcentres,
playgroups, Te Kohanga Reo and Nga Puna Kohungahunga (MoE, 2014). The teaching and
learning practices within all these ECE services are closely linked to Te Whariki, the New
Zealand ECE curriculum which was first developed in 1996 and revised in 2017. Itis a
mandatory curriculum for licensed ECE services, which cater for children aged 0 to 5 years
(MoE, 2017). The setting chosen for the current study is a teacher-led privately-owned ECE

setting located in a provincial city.
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Inclusive Education and ECE in New Zealand: Defining the Research
Problem

Inclusive education in ECE within New Zealand is understood as educational provision for all
children that recognises cultural diversity, learners' rights and different abilities and does not
discriminate on any of these grounds or on gender, social, and economic status (MoE, 2017).
New Zealand’s educational philosophy is informed by international and national policies and
legislation that advocate for the benefits of practising inclusion and protecting the rights of
disabled children and their families/whanau to equal participation (Office of

Disability Issues, 2001, 2016; United Nations General Assesmbly, 1989, 2006; UNESCO,
1994). As a part of their licence, ECE settings are required to have a responsive and inclusive
environment to support children’s special needs (MoE, 2008). In addition to this legislation,
the context of early childhood education for autistic and other disabled children in ECE is
informed by Te Whariki and the early intervention services. Te Whariki is a foundation
document that guides inclusive practices that support learning and active participation of all
children in their ECE settings (MoE, 2017). Early intervention services are a component of
an inclusive education policy, Success for All, that support the inclusion of disabled children

through special education service provision (MoE, 2010).

Despite rights-based legislation and its social justice intent, scholarship has demonstrated that
it has been difficult to achieve inclusive early childhood education (ECE) for disabled
children (Gordon-Burns et al., 2020; Lyons, 2021; Macartney, 2011, 2016; Purdue, 2009).
Research about inclusive education in ECE in New Zealand highlights various barriers to
inclusion, including disabled children and their families experiencing difficulties accessing
local and suitable ECE settings (Lyons, 2021; Macartney, 2011; Purdue, 2009), and the
persistent view of disabled children as less competent than their non-disabled peers and in
need of specialist care and support (Macartney, 2019; Purdue, 2009). Another barrier that
may be encountered is the perception that education for disabled children is expensive and
requires extra time and resources (Lyons, 2021; Purdue, 2009). A final reported barrier is that
professional development for teachers is inadequate to help teachers support meaningful
learning for disabled children (Macartney, 2011; Purdue, 2009). In order to identify the
presence of exclusionary thinking and practices, emerging scholarship in disability studies

highlights the value of exploring the bias of ableism (Campbell, 2009; Goodley, 2014).
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Disability scholars argue that ableism plays an influential role in understanding why disabled
children are excluded in their education settings (Baglieri & Lalvani, 2020; Ferri & Bacon,
2011; Goodley, 2014, 2017; Hehir, 2005; Hodge & Runswick-Cole &, 2013; Love &
Beneke, 2021). Investigating ableism “can also ignite further discussions on what constitutes
‘disability,” including how institutions disable and respond to a diversity of bodies/minds”

(Parekh, 2017, p. 324).

The importance of investigating the influence of ableism in ECE is highlighted by the lack of
reference to, and discussion of ableism in schools, curricula and teacher education. Ableism
is not prioritised to the same extent as other social justice issues like racism, sexism, and
classism (Annamma et al., 2013; Baglieri & Lalvani, 2020; Lalvani, 2015; Lalvani &
Broderick, 2016). Disability scholars contend that ableism should be central to any discussion
of disability in schools and ECE. Although recent scholarship in New Zealand has discussed
how ableism is a problematic issue for the education of disabled children (Lyons, 2021;
Macartney, 2019), more generally ableism is given little attention in the discussion in ECE
about disability oppression and social inequality issues. It is this gap that this study aims to
address by investigating the presence and impact of ableism in ECE policies and practices,

specifically in relation to the inclusion of autistic children in ECE.

Autism and Ableism

Autism, the focus of this study is informed by my professional experiences, where | have
seen the inclusion and exclusion of autistic children and their families. To provide the
framework for the investigation of the relationship between ableism and autism in this
research, this section of the introduction briefly outlines the dominant historical and current
conceptualisation of autism and how these understandings may provide evidence of ableism
and its impacts on inclusive practices. Autism, like other diagnoses of children that label
them as ‘disabled’, is predominantly framed within the medical discourse of disability. The
term autism emerged with the interest in studying childhood that grew in the early decades of
the 20™ century. In the 1930s to 1940s, the conceptualisation of autism as a disorder began to
form with Hans Asperger’s paediatric practice and Leo Kanner’s child psychiatry (Feinstein,
2010; Nadesan, 2005). Both Kanner and Asperger appropriated Bleuler’s description of the
schizophrenic’s “autistic” style of thinking, which Bleuler had appropriated from Freud.

Feinstein’s (2010) work on the history of autism pointed out that Bleuler “originally included

17



autism as one of what he called the four schizophrenias. “[This group] was united by ‘four
As’- associated disturbance, affective disturbance, ambivalence and autism” (p. 6). In the
conceptualisation of autism as a type of schizophrenia, autism is classified as a medical

problem outside the ‘normal’ way of being and thinking.

Later, the term autism as a disorder was first articulated by Leo Kanner, an Austrian-born
German-educated pioneer child psychiatrist, who by the 1930s was working in the United
States. He first named autism as a separate condition in 1943 in a seminal article called
“autistic disturbances of affective contact” about a group of children he was working with
(Kanner, 1943). In this article, Kanner defines autism as a “fundamental disorder, inability to
relate themselves in the ordinary ways to people and situations from the beginning of life”
(Kanner, 1943, p. 242). In contrast to Bleuler’s understanding of autism as schizophrenia

disorder, Kanner (1943) writes

[Autism] is not, as in schizophrenic children and adults, from an initially present
relationship. It is not a ‘withdrawal’ from formerly existing participation. There is from the
start an extreme autistic aloneness that, whenever possible, disregards, ignores, shuts out

anything that comes to the child from the outside (p. 242).

Meanwhile, in Vienna, Austria, Hans Asperger, a paediatrician was working with children
with some of these characteristics. Asperger’s study was based on so called high functioning
autistic children and focussed on perceived social and communication deficits in children
(Attwood, 2008). Kanner’s and Asperger's work played an important role in categorising
autism as a formal diagnostic category in the first Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders [DSM 111] (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 1980; Attwood,
2008). Nadesan (2005) points out “this intellectual heritage engendered the assumption that
autism was characterised by aloneness, solipsism” (p. 87), a view that remains dominant in
our understanding of autism. The deficit understanding that autistic children have an inherent
flaw within their bodies and minds that do not conform to the “ableist norm’ can be seen in a
contemporary understanding of autism as stated in DSM V (APA, 2013). The latest DSM V
defines autism as a single diagnostic category of ‘Autism Spectrum Disorder’. The term
‘spectrum’ emphasises that autism affects individuals in different ways. In the DSM V,

Autism Spectrum Disorder is defined as an “impairment in social communication or social
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reciprocity, and impairment in restricted, repetitive patterns of behaviour” (APA, 2013, p.
35), consisting of varying severities from mild to severe and low functioning to high
functioning symptoms. Accordingly, the internationally adopted definition of ‘Autism
Spectrum Disorder’ (ASD) in the DSM V repeats the deficit view of autism as a mental
disorder that varies in degree and severity (Frigerio et al., 2017), and provides ways for
neoliberal capitalist markets to offer remedies and grow businesses of special education
intervention with the purpose of curing autism and commodifying human differences
(Douglas et al., 2019; Mallet & Runswick-Cole, 2012). Based on the medical model of
disability, the focus of the problem is then considered to lie within an autistic person and their
embodied differences labelled as autistic, which makes treatment and intervention of the

utmost importance in order to attain normality (Mc Guire, 2016; Shyman, 2016).

While the medical model of disability has been widely criticised, this model of pathologising
disabled children is still manifested in many systems of society, including education, through
ableist ideologies and discourses (Douglas, 2010; Douglas et al., 2019; Manalili, 2021). The
medical framing of autism can reinforce ableist discourses that define embodied differences
of autistic children as ‘deviant’ from what is deemed to be ‘normal’ or ‘fully’ human. As a
result, autistic children and their families are expected to be involved in intervention
programmes to normalise their differences (Douglas, 2010; Douglas et al., 2019). Within the
current discourse on diversity and inclusion, ableism masks the discourse of inequality and
marginalisation for autistic people by setting the benchmark of ability, bodily integrity,
competence and normality (Woodfield et al., 2020). In the discourse of ableism, the autistic
ways of being and communicating are considered as deficit and incompetent, and as a result,
children face marginalisation and barriers to inclusion that devalue their differences
(Manalili, 2021) (1 will explore these matters further in Chapter Two, the Literature Review).
Disability scholars note that inclusive education cannot be achieved if ableist discourses
continue to underpin approaches and practices of inclusion (Hodge & Runswick-Cole, 2013;
Love & Beneke, 2021). Critical scholarship contends that research which aims to promote
inclusive practices must contribute to understanding and dismantling the notion of ableism
that upholds deficit practices in ECE (Love & Beneke, 2021). The power of medical
discourses in conceptualising autism and the potential exclusionary impact of ableism
highlights the importance of research that is designed to identify the presence and influence

of these discourses, help to dismantle them and provide alternative ways of understanding
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inclusive education. It is these considerations that drive the current research inquiry and

shape the research questions.

Research Questions

This study investigates whether and how ableism influences the educational policies and the
everyday practices of teachers participating in an ECE setting in New Zealand. Supporting

this aim, the research questions are as follows:

RQ 1. How do discourses of ableism frame the text and ideologies of inclusion in ECE

policies in New Zealand?

RQ 2. How does ableism inform teachers’ understandings, beliefs and practices for autistic

children in an ECE setting?
RQ 3. What is the impact of ableism on families of autistic children?

RQ 4. How can disability and ableism awareness training and critical reflection on practice
help teachers support inclusive practices for autistic children in an ECE setting? (Note that
‘the teachers’ as a collective term is used in this study to denote qualified and registered and

non-registered teachers, a curriculum leader and an education support worker).

Research Design

To address these research questions, this study has adopted a qualitative case study
methodology to explore whether and how ableism operates in an ECE setting, and the
impacts on the inclusion of autistic children. This qualitative study uses two sets of data. The
first data set consists of two policy documents- Te Whariki -New Zealand ECE curriculum
and Success for All-Inclusive education policy (MoE, 2017, 2010). The second data set is
derived from a case study of an ECE setting. The case study of the ECE setting started with
an introductory meeting for teachers. The aim of that meeting was to inform participants
about the procedures of my study and give a presentation on disability awareness and
ableism. The methods | used to collect data included individual interviews with teachers and
a parent of an autistic child. 1 also conducted video observations, took photographs, and made

field notes of interactions between autistic and other children and teachers, to examine how
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ableism might influence their interactions and teaching practices. The data collection

processes also involved accessing and analysing documentation that framed practices in the
ECE setting. Finally, a focus group discussion was conducted for teachers. During the focus
group, the main themes from individual interviews and two videos that demonstrated ableist

and inclusive practices were shown to teachers for their insights.

The study used multiple analytical approaches (thematic and critical discourse analysis) and
interpretative frameworks (social constructionism, Disability Studies in Education) to analyse
the data. Thematic analysis was broadly used to analyse the case study data to uncover
recurrent themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2012). Critical Discourse Analysis was then used to
analyse whether themes were connected to wider social ideologies and the dominant
discourses of disability that inform ableism (Fairclough, 1995, 2003). Disability Studies in
Education as a theoretical framework was used for interpreting dominant discourses related to

disability and ableism and suggesting alternative ways of reimagining inclusion in ECE.

Significance of Study

The findings of this thesis offer insights to policymakers, teachers and other education
practitioners. This study gives them the tools to critically question their ableist ideologies and
beliefs and its related disablist practices and thereby promote the full inclusion of autistic and
other disabled children. | am also hopeful that my research will support parents of autistic
children to understand the impacts that ableism can have on their family experiences and their

children's education.

Notes on Terminology

I use the terms ‘disabled children and ‘autistic children’ in this thesis. In doing so, I place
disability at the forefront, seeing disability as an individual identity, not separate from the
individual. Overboe (2012) contends that “disabled has become a marker of the identity that
the individual or group wish to highlight or call attention to” (p. 112). Baglieri and Lalvani
(2020) note that people are working toward dismantling ableism and valuing the experiences
and rights of disabled people and their families. Valuing individual experiences means we
should recognise disability and impairment as attributes of a diverse society. Some autism

activists also suggest using disability first language for autistic people who perceive their
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diagnosis as an accepted part of their identity (Botha et al., 2021; Goodall, 2019; Singer,
2017).

Alternatively, the term “people with disabilities” is also commonly used in the disability
community by those who want to be recognised as people first. Overboe (2012) argues that
using the term “people with disabilities emphasises the appendage problem as value is placed
on the individual initially and disability comes second to it; rather than disability being an
essential part of the self” (p. 27-28). Some cultural groups also have preferences and values
attached to their language to recognise disabled people. For example, Maori, the indigenous
people of New Zealand, emphasise the importance of disabled people being identified as
Maori first. However, Baglieri and Lalvani (2020) suggest that instead of erasing the word
disability or using the words with negative connotations like ‘special’, ‘exceptional’,
‘challenged’ and other negative vocabulary, we can either use the term ‘people with
disabilities’ or ‘disabled people’ to initiate conversations around disability in society. My use
of disability first language in this thesis supports my argument that disability is a difference
in being rather than negative and tragic. It does not mean that person first language should
not be used. | believe different people have different preferences and values attached to the
language they want to be recognised. Therefore, it is important in our interactions with

disabled people to ask about their preferences.

The following section discusses the experiences that provided the personal motivation for this

research inquiry.

Locating the Researcher

My personal and professional experiences inform the focus of this study. My understanding
of disability was shaped by my personal experiences of having a family member with a
disability and professional experiences as a special education teacher. | was eight years old
when my dad lost his eyesight in an accident and became blind. That was a turning point for
my family. We tried all the available medical treatments to fix his disability. When medical
treatment failed, we finally accepted the truth that he may have to live his life as a blind
person. However, there were many barriers to be faced in this journey. As my dad acquired
the disability later in his life, he missed the sense of freedom he had enjoyed before, and he
felt that his impairment had limited his life in so many ways. The most significant barrier he
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faced was other people’s negative and pitying attitudes. People usually saw him as someone
needing condolence and called his impairment a misfortune for our family. There were also
structural barriers. He could not go anywhere alone because of the inaccessibility of the
environment. | saw him feeling guilty and internalising negative attitudes of society, which
impacted his self-esteem. However, as a child, I did not know what | could do to make my
dad feel better.

We always encouraged my father to feel empowered in the way he is, and his presence is
invaluable in our life. Being a support person for my dad, | felt privileged and had a sense of
duty as non-disabled person to help in the disability community. These experiences inspired
me to pursue my postgraduate degree in Human Development with a specialisation in
disability studies. In my postgraduate studies, we were introduced to human development
theories and special education approaches. Moreover, we were also taught about social,
cultural and rights-based approaches to understanding disability, and ableism. These
alternative perspectives helped me to refine my understanding of disability as a social
construction rather than something that needs fixing. In addition, my knowledge of disability
was further shaped through my professional experiences. In my home country of India,
disabled children have equal rights to participate in mainstream education settings. However,
the practices of inclusion for disabled children are still shaped by special education
perspectives. Children are mostly physically included in their classroom but the responsibility
for their learning is given to special education teachers. In some schools, children considered

to have severe disabilities are separated and placed in a self-contained classroom.

In my professional experiences as a special education teacher, | was expected to identify
children’s differences through assessments and support them to ensure that they were
accommodated in classroom learning routines. In my role, every day, | saw children trying
their hardest to keep up with their non-disabled peers. | also saw parents struggling to spend
their time and financial resources to reduce their children’s differences through medical
interventions so that their children could have mainstream education experiences. As | did not
hold a position of power in my school, my suggestions as a special education teacher about
adapting the education context and making changes in teaching pedagogies were usually not

given preference.
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The knowledge of special education continued to influence my practices, and | started to feel
the negative effects of these practices. | reflected on these discourses and questioned my
practices and wondered how | could change them. | embarked on this journey of change,
expanding my reading on disability studies, and I came across Fiona Kumari Campbell’s
(2009) article on ableism. Understanding ableism helped me understand the ableist privileges
that ‘normal’ people like me experience in society, which can give them power over those
who are disabled. Reading about ableism, I realised how ableism could remain unrecognised
in our pedagogical practices and correspondingly exert a powerful influence on our everyday
lives. My understanding of ableism at that time was limited, but my personal interest was a

motivation for this research inquiry.

The following section sets out the structure of this thesis.

Structure of the Thesis

Chapter Two presents the theoretical framework used to interpret and analyse data in this
study. In this chapter, | engage with the medical and social models and the approaches of
disability studies that provide a foundation for understanding disablism and ableism. The
chapter discusses the choice of Disability Studies in Education as a theoretical framework,

and ableism as analytical tool for this study.

Chapter Three comprises the literature review for this study. The chapter aims to critically
reflect on the literature that supports understanding how ableism operates in ECE policies and
practices and the impact of ableism on ECE for autistic and other disabled children. I select
and critique the literature that provides the context for the study by exploring dominant
discourses and themes (developmental, neoliberalism, and special education) related to
ableism in ECE. Furthermore, the chapter critically reflects on disability studies literature that

provides an alternative view of understanding disability, autism and inclusive education.

Chapter Four discusses the methodology and research design for this study. The first section
of this chapter justifies the use of qualitative case study research methodology. The rationale
for using Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) and thematic analysis as methods of data

analysis is provided. The second section of Chapter Four considers the two sets of data
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(policy documents and a case study of an ECE setting) used in this study. The methods
employed for data collection and the introduction of research participants are given. The

chapter also discusses the issues and procedures related to ethics.

Chapters Five, Six, Seven, and Eight comprise the analysis of the findings. Chapter Five
discusses the CDA of two policy documents (7e Whariki (MoE, 2017) and Success for All
(MoE, 2014). The CDA of policy documents analyses whether and how discourses of
disability and ableism are exhibited in the texts of these two policy documents, and how the
influence of these discourses on practices in ECE settings might disrupt the inclusion of

autistic and other disabled children.

Chapter Six discusses the findings from the case study of an ECE setting. This chapter
explores teachers’ understanding of disability, beliefs about inclusion and their experiences of
facilitating inclusive education for autistic children. Considering this, I explored how these

understandings and experiences might be informed by ableism.

Chapter Seven explores how ableism operates in interactions at an ECE setting, and how
these may inform us about disablist practices. Parents’ experiences and teachers’ perspectives
of parents’ experiences of ECE services for their autistic child are analysed for the possible

impacts of ableism.

Chapter Eight examines how disability awareness and critical reflection on their practices
helped teachers in this study to bring about changes in their thinking and practices in favour

of inclusive education.

Chapter Nine brings together the findings of this thesis in the form of themes. The main
themes are summarised in relation to the research questions, theoretical perspectives and

literature review used to inform this study.

Chapter Ten provides a concluding discussion for this thesis. This chapter discusses some key
implications for policy and practices. Considering this, | discuss how this study's theoretical
perspectives and findings offer policymakers, teachers, and other education practitioners

several ways to reorient their understanding of inclusive education and to resist ableism in
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ECE. I also discuss the contribution to knowledge in the field. Recognising the limitations of

this study, | provide some suggestions for future research.
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Chapter Two: Theoretical Perspectives

Chapter Overview

This chapter explains the theoretical perspectives that underpin this study. The study adopts
social constructionism as a research paradigm and Disability Studies in Education (DSE) as a
theoretical framework. I discuss how disability has traditionally been understood and
responded to through the medical and the social model of disability. The approaches of
disability studies and Critical Disability Studies (CDS) are drawn on to understand the key
theoretical perspectives of disablism and ableism. | then situate my study within the
theoretical framework of DSE, and provide a justification for its use. Drawing from the
conceptual understanding of CDS, DSE aims to counter “ableist traditions, structures and
cultures of education and to suggest how education might be otherwise” (Slee et al., 2019, p.
1). The chapter ends with a discussion of how | employ ableism as an analytical tool for this
study. Ableism is about the entrenched ideas, system of beliefs, and ideologies that privilege
culturally constructed notions of an able body and mind and ‘other’ disabled people because

disability is seen as an undeniable and unacceptable lived/human experience.

Social Constructionism as a Research Paradigm for this Study

Paradigms provide frameworks for understanding the world. They shape what we see and
help us to interpret what we see (Morrow & Torres, 1995). Paradigms are “a combination of
meta-theoretical and methodological assumptions about how to develop a cumulative
tradition of research” (Morrow & Torres, 1995, pp. 24-25). Paradigms are underpinned by
different philosophical assumptions and worldviews. Positivism is a philosophical stance that
sees social reality as objective and maintains that knowledge can be gained through
measurable and scientific facts. By contrast, constructionism considers that reality is a social
construct and sees knowledge as constructed through social interactions (Burr, 2015). This

study used social constructionism as a research paradigm.

This study was underpinned by a social constructionist paradigm. In this research, a social
constructionist paradigm enables exploration of how the ideas of ‘normal’, ‘ability’ and
‘ableness’ have been constructed and evolved through social interaction. The work of Berger

and Luckmann (1966) is recognised as a landmark in developing social constructionist
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theory. Berger and Luckmann (1966) raised questions about how reality and knowledge are
constructed and come to have significance for society. Berger and Luckmann’s (1966)
understanding of the social construction of reality is based on the following beliefs. First,
social interaction between people creates social institutions and individual beliefs about the
nature of reality. Second, the nature of reality is not fixed and can be deconstructed through
social interactions by reconstituting social institutions and individual beliefs. Therefore,
social interactions of all kinds, especially language are central to the notion of social

constructionism.

Informed by the social constructionist paradigm, this study sees language as an essential tool
in constructing and perpetuating knowledge and understandings of disability in society.
Accordingly, the concept of disability is not seen as a permanent, fixed or objective reality,
but rather a fluid category produced and reproduced through various histories, social
structures, cultures, and interactions. Moreover, social constructionist perspectives
demonstrate that conceptions of normality, ‘normal’ and ableness are part of our shared
societal views about what constitutes our humanity. When a group of people believes that
specific ways of being, having a body, thinking, and emotions are the ‘norm’, then this
‘norm’ as a human template is exchanged through the medium of language in social
interactions and accepted as a truth that remains unquestioned in society. Thus, the social
constructionist paradigm in this study allowed me to explore how the understanding of
disability and beliefs and practices for autistic children in an ECE setting are informed by

socially constructed notions of ability and ableness.

The following section discusses models used for understanding disability.

Models of Understanding Disability

Models for understanding disability consist of multiple theories that can be built on
constructivist or positivist philosophical stances or both (Gabel & Peters, 2004). A theory is a
conceptualised framework, and a model is a depiction or representation to explain a theory.
Two dominant models in the Western world have been used to understand disability; the
medical and the social model. Each of these models is shaped by different theories and

philosophical stances.
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The Medical Model of Disability

The medical model of disability is built on positivist assumptions about the nature of reality.
The medical model conceptualises disability as an individual limitation, biological problem
or pathology and in need of cure or remediation. Shakespeare (2010) notes that the medical
model of disability sees disability as a deficit located within individuals’ minds and bodies.
Correspondingly, approaches to responding to disability using the medical model focus on
reducing the impact of impairment through interventions, treatments and therapies (Baglieri
& Lalvani, 2020). One of the progenitors of the social model of disability, Mike Oliver
(1996), used the term ‘the individual’ model to highlight this focus of the medical model. He
argued that “there is no such thing as the medical model of disability, there is instead, an
individual model of disability of which medicalisation is one significant component” (p. 31).
Oliver argued that this emphasis defined disability as a problem residing within an individual
body and mind, and ignored the impact of social and institutional barriers in constructing
disability. As a result, the historical, cultural, economic and political conditions that shape
human beings are disregarded (Fitzgerald & Stride, 2012; Sherry, 2006).

Disability scholars argue that in the nexus of individualised and medical knowledge,
disability is cast as an essentialist condition, and disabled people are treated as objects. Under
the medical model, medical measures and interventions used for fixing the person are
preferred to evaluating the influences of social contexts on the experiences of disabled
people. As the power of medical professionals increased over time, the medical model
became a hegemonic and ideological position through which the importance of normality was
emphasised (Linton, 1998; Sherry, 2006). Thus, medical professionals held the power to
determine what is normal/abnormal and disregarded the impact that the binary of

normal/abnormal can have on disabled people (Goodley, 2017).

The Medical Model and Special Education in Early Childhood Education

Disability scholars argue that the approaches of the medical model have influenced practices
in education (Fisher & Goodley, 2007; Goodley, 2018; Lalvani, 2015b). An example is the
field of special education. Special education as a field emerged in the 1960s to 1970s and was
mainly influenced by behavioural and developmental psychology and other approaches to
medicine (Freedman, 2016). Special education had connections with the medical model of

understanding disability because of its focus on diagnosing or labelling and promoting
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remediation practices for disability (Freedman, 2016). Accordingly, the field of special
education, where disability is viewed as a matter of individual deficits that can be fixed
through special education interventions, is derived from the scientific knowledge of
development and behavioural psychology that draws on the medical model. From this
perspective, disability is characterised as a problem or deficit found in some students, not
others (Freedman, 2016).

Scholars note that the medical conceptualisation of disability in the ECE context can
influence teachers’ expectations and attitudes toward disabled children (Jenson, 2018;
MacArthur, 2009; Purdue, 2006). In her theoretical paper on disability and inclusion
discourses in ECE, Jenson (2018) argues that when the medical understanding of disability
influences ECE teachers and other education practitioners, they may negatively judge
children’s abilities to perform classroom activities. She contends that ECE teachers and other
practitioners who are influenced by the medical model see disability as a problem arising
from children’s impairments rather than the barriers in their ECE settings. Hence, the focus
of education is on remediating impairments to make the children ‘normal’ (MacArthur,
2009). education is on remediating impairments to make the children ‘normal’ (MacArthur,
2009). In New Zealand, Purdue’s (2004) study used a case study approach to explore
exclusion and inclusion in three ECE settings and found that a major barrier facing disabled
children and their families in accessing ECE involved the belief system of special education
and lack of resources. Within the frame of special education, adults describe children with
disabilities as different, needing a special curriculum and taking teachers' time and attention
away from non-disabled children in classrooms (see also Purdue, 2009). This study provides
further insights into how the understanding of disability and inclusion from disability studies
perspectives may help early childhood teachers to progress inclusion in early childhood

settings and wider communities.

The current study takes a critical stance toward perspectives of special education underpinned

by medical and behavioural approaches.
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The Family of Social Models of Disability

The first statement that formed the basis of the social model of disability was in the
Fundamental Principles of Disability, which was written and published as a result of a
discussion between two disability organisations, the Union of Physically Impaired Against
Segregation (UPIAS) and the Disability Alliance in the United Kingdom (Shakespeare,

2006). This document describes the disabled people-led organisations’ position on disability:

In our view, it is society which disabled physically impaired people. Disability is
something imposed on top of our impairment, by the way we are unnecessarily isolated
and excluded from full participation in society. Disabled people are therefore an oppressed
group in society (UPIAS, 1975, p. 3).

To understand this conceptualisation of disability, the statement further explains:

To understand this, it is necessary to grasp the distinction between the physical impairment
and the social situation, called ‘disability’, of people with such impairment. Thus we
define impairment as lacking all or part of a limb, or having a defective limb, organism or
mechanism of the body and disability as the disadvantage or restriction of activity caused
by a contemporary social organisation that takes little or no account of people who have
physical impairments and thus excludes them from participation in the mainstream of
social activities (UPIAS, 1975 as cited in Oliver, 1996, p. 22).

As highlighted in the above quote, it is important to note that these organisations were using
this approach with a focus on physical disability and within the context of lived experiences

of people with physical disabilities largely within the UK context.

The UPIAS’s conceptualisation was further advanced by Mark Oliver, a physically disabled
academic from the UK. Oliver (1990) coined the term ‘social creationist’ to describe the
British social model of disability. The British social model of disability is informed by
materialist approaches associated with social constructionism. Tom Shakespeare, a disabled
academic who has engaged in analysis and theorising about disability notes that the
development of the social model was a radical step in disability politics, shifting focus from
disability as a medical condition that resides within the individual to issues of social injustice

(Shakespeare, 2006). The social model of disability is built on the assumption that disability
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could be eradicated if society changed its negative attitudes toward disability. The argument
is that society fails to address the cultural, ideological, environmental, and political barriers
that disabled people face. Hence, disability was brought into the ‘world of politics’, and the

goal became to eliminate social and economic inequalities for disabled people (Davis, 2002).

In the ECE context, the social model of disability provides a strong basis for understanding
inclusion as its shifts from the individual child to the disabling environment and the role of
inaccessible education contexts and teaching practices in marginalising disabled children.
Jenson (2018) notes that in an ECE context influenced by the social model of disability, “a
child is not automatically categorised and associated with their disability but given the
opportunity to work and play alongside their peers and perhaps exceed expectations, without
the weight of a label” (p. 55). The social model of disability supports the view of inclusive
education that aims to remove disabling factors in an educational context (Armstrong et al.,
2010; MacArthur, 2009). Disabling barriers in ECE could be negative attitudes, an
inaccessible structural environment, and an inadequate adaptation of teaching pedagogy to
the needs of disabled children (Thornton & Underwood, 2012).

Critiques of the Social Model

An influential critique of the social model that is important for this study is the focus of the
social model of disability on physical disability and disregard for the lived experiences. The
social model has been critiqued for its distinction between the ideas of ‘impairment’ and
‘disability’. This split is viewed as problematic because it presents a distinction between
impairment and disability as a dichotomy/dualism in which one part (disability) is more
visible and valorised, whilst it tends to leave the other part (impairment) marginalised and
silent (Crow, 1996; Hughes & Paterson, 1997; Tremain, 2001; Thomas,

1999, 2007, 2010). Thomas (2010) argued that impairment experiences are important because
“Impairment may also become disability through the experience of structural oppression;
cultural stereotypes, attitudes, bureaucratic hierarchies, market mechanisms, and all that is
pertaining to how society is structured and organized” (pp. 42-43). Owens (2014) argues that
the social model excludes people with cognitive and other acquired impairments and how
their impairment experiences may impact the restriction of their activity, which may not be
similar to people with physical impairments. In this way, the social model disregards the

diversity of impairment experiences and assumes that all disabled people experience
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oppression. Another critique of the social model of disability important for this study is that
the lived experiences of children are not given attention in the model as it is mainly
considered from an adult perspective. Scholars have critiqued the social model for its lack of
attention to disabled children’s experiences. The lived experiences of disabled children are
important to acknowledge the diversity of children’s experiences and how these experiences
impact children’s inclusion and learning in ECE (Connor & Stalker, 2007; Curran &
Runswick-Cole, 2014; Goodley & Runswick-Cole, 2010; Underwood et al., 2012). The
debate around the absence of individual impairment experiences in the social model of
disability has continued for the past three decades. The debate has led to the emergence of
other models that highlight relational and bio-psycho-social understandings of disability.
Moreover, these models consider the impairment experiences of disabled people and the
intersection between disability and environment, culture, race, gender and other marginalised

identities.

The ICF Model of Understanding Disability

A model that provides a common language among practitioners and researchers to describe
disability and human functioning is the International Classification of Functioning,
Disability, and Health (ICF). ICF is built on a bio-psycho-social approach and attempts to
synthesise both medical and social models of disability (WHO, 2001, 2007). ICF as a
framework is used for “describing and organizing information on functioning and disability
[that] provides a standard language and conceptual basis for the definition and measurement
of health and disability” (Centre for Disease Control, 2015, p. 1). ICF is a framework of the
United Nations social classification and provides a valuable basis for monitoring the elements
of the UNCRPD (United Nations General Assembly, 2006). ICF is also considered an
appropriate instrument for the formation and implementation of national and international
human rights mandates (WHO, 2001).

The ICF model describes individual functioning as a dynamic interaction between health
conditions and environmental factors. In the ICF, disability is described in terms of body
functioning, and any limitation in body functioning that restricts a person’s participation in
everyday life is considered an impairment or health condition. The physical and social and
environmental factors are considered barriers or facilitators for a person’s functioning and are

seen to impact their experiences. According to the ICF model, in interactions between a child
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and environmental factors, if a child faces restrictions in participating in any life activity they
should be able to participate and engage in, then the problem in their bodily functioning
arises. The child should then be provided with interventions to support them to achieve the
maximum level of functioning and protect their right to participate in everyday life
(Adolfsson et al., 2018).

However, disability scholars have been critical of the ICF model for its description of
impairment as a biological problem located within the individual body (Gibson, 2016; Imrie,
2004; Mosleh, 2019). Gibson (2016) argues that language used to describe impairment as a
health condition in ICF can produce the dichotomy of normal /abnormal, where the impaired
body is considered biologically inferior compared to the normal body. Such projection
privileges the able body as ideal, and anything that deviates from such bodily perfection is
considered abnormal and in need of fixing. From Critical Disability Studies’ perspectives
(described later in this chapter), the ICF model reinforces the ableist ideology that describes
the disabled body as lacking and ‘other’ compared to the able body, and these perspectives
can stigmatise disabled people rather than support their rights to participate (Mosleh, 2019).

The Relational and Interactional Models

A model that retains the social and cultural understanding of disability is the Nordic relational
model which had its beginning in a 1967 White paper of the Norwegian government
(Tossebro, 2004). The Nordic relational model was developed to promote community
participation of disabled people. The model sees disability as relational, contextual, and a
mismatch between the person and the environment (Tossebro, 2004). The Nordic relational
model of disability as an interaction between a person with impairment and social, economic,
cultural and political barriers can be seen in the work of Thomas (2007) and the interactional
model of disability of Shakespeare (2006, 2013). The work of Thomas is particularly
important in developing a definition of disability that considers the effects of people's lived
experiences of impairment. The Nordic relational understanding of disability that recognises
the interaction of impairment and disabling barriers of social and economic arrangements in
society is also reflected in the framework of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities [UNCRPD] which notes that disability is “an evolving concept” (p.

1) and states:
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Persons with disabilities include those who have long-term physical, mental, intellectual or
sensory impairments which, in interaction with various barriers may hinder their full and
effective participation in society on an equal basis with others (United Nations General
Assembly, 2006, p. 4).

The UNCRPD definition provides a relational understanding of disability as the interactions
of people with impairment with various social, economic, political and cultural barriers in
society and the manner in which these barriers prevent disabled people’s equal participation
in society. Moreover, the Convention portrays disability as an “evolving concept”, which
means there is no fixed understanding of disability. This view proposes an understanding of
disability as a fluid category that can change. Thus, disability as an “evolving concept” in
UNCRPD provides scope for understanding disability from interdisciplinary and
multidimensional perspectives. UNCRPD delivers the platform for developing the human
rights model of disability, which is currently affirmed by governments worldwide. Scholars
argue that the social-relational model acknowledges the diversity of lived experience of
disability and provides a deeper understanding of the barriers to disabled children's
participation and its negative effects on children, which can result in their exclusion in ECE
settings (MacKenzie et al., 2016; Stalker & Connor, 2007; Underwood et al., 2012). Aligning
with the social-relational model of disability, this study explores how ableism might inform
the dynamic of interactions between autistic children and teachers, children and the physical
context of an ECE setting. The research examines how these interactions may create
disabling practices for autistic children, and can lead to their exclusion. (These will be
explored later in the section on ableism and disablism). Another model that is important for

this study is the human rights model.

Human Rights Model

Degener (2016) notes that the human rights model provides a foundation for, and promotes
the value of developing disability and inclusive education policies internationally. The human
rights model also has a significant impact on disability and inclusive education policy and
practices in New Zealand (MoE, 2010; Office of Disability Issues, 2016). Lawson and
Beckett (2021) describe the human rights model as an approach that recognises the social,
civil, educational, cultural, political, and economic rights of all people regardless of their

disability and impairment. Unlike the social model of disability, the human rights model
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considers the impairment experiences of disabled people and puts disabled people in control
of making decisions about every aspect of their lives (Degener, 2016). Moreover, the human
rights model recognises the role of various identities such as culture, age, gender, race, and
religion in the context of disability and their intersections (Degener, 2016). The human rights
approach in ECE encourages equitable access to quality teaching and learning, and requires
the active participation of disabled children in learning and social activities alongside their
peers (Mathwasa & Sibanda, 2021). Moreover, the human-rights approach insists that the
inclusion of disabled children in ECE settings requires the provision of suitable support to
ensure equitable delivery of quality education, learning opportunities and a right to education
(United Nations of General Assembly, 1998; 2006; Mathwasa & Sibanda, 2021).

Maori Views of Disability
Maori are the indigenous people of New Zealand. This study is conducted in New Zealand.
Therefore, it is important to consider Maori views of disability. The Maori term to describe

disability is Tangata whaikaha’, which is used for two or more people with disabilities

(Therese King, 2019). Tibbles (2016) notes that

Tangata whaikaha means people who are determined to do well, or is certainly a goal that
they reach for. It fits nicely with the goals and aims of people with disabilities who are
determined in some way to do well and create opportunities for themselves as opposed to

being labelled, as in the past (as cited in the Ministry of Health, 2018, p. 4).

Whaikaha is also the name for the Ministry of Disabled People established on 1/July/ 2022.
The Ministry was set up to transform the disability system and give voices to disabled people
in line with Enabling Good Lives Principles (EGL) (Ministry of Disabled People, n.d). The
EGL approach is intended to provide tangata whaikaha (disabled people) and their whanau
(extended family) greater choice, control and flexibility in terms of the support they receive
and the lives they lead (Enabling Good Lives New Zealand, n.d). Moreover, the EGL
approach outlines an aspiration-based personal plan for all support services. It is led by the
preferences, aspirations, strengths and needs of disabled people and their families (Enabling

Good Lives New Zealand, n.d).

Another umbrella term used for Maori people with disabilities is Whanau Haua (Hickey &
Wilson, 2017). Hickey and Wilson (2017) note that Whanau Haua sees disability not as
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residing within a disabled individual but as a result of societal barriers. However, unlike the
social model of disability, Whanau Haua recognises the cultural values and responsibility of
whanau/ family to support the individual with a disability. Furthermore, Whanua Haua does
not see disability as defining individuals and their whanau, but rather as something positioned
in the background and moving in and out of focus according to situations in everyday life.
Thus, Whanau Haua is a collective endeavour of the disabled individuals and their families
where they all strive to achieve changes in institutional and social barriers to disability
(Hickey & Wilson, 2017).

In summary, Maori views of disability are holistic and focus on the importance of
collaborative relationships and responsibilities of family members toward disabled people,
which are not recognised in dominant models of understanding disability, the medical and the
social model of disability (Hickey, 2015). Understanding Maori views of disability also helps
to recognise other disablement factors that impact Maori experiences of disability arising

from colonisation, racism, and social-economic status (Hickey, 2015).

The following section discusses disability studies and the subfield, Critical Disability Studies,

which are important for understanding the concepts of disablism and ableism.

Disability Studies and Critical Disability Studies

The early work of disability studies started with examining the link between body and
impairment and disability and was used to study discrimination against and exclusion of
disabled people (Goodley, 2013). In line with the social-relational model of disability,
scholars within disability studies reject the firm distinction between disability and impairment
created by the social model of disability and argued for the impairment effects to be
considered alongside disabling factors (Goodley, 2013; Thomas, 2010). Other scholars
extended the scope of disability studies in the area of Critical Disability Studies (CDS),
which partly developed in response to the dominance of the materialist approaches to
understanding disability (Goodley, 2017). The work of a number of different CDS scholars
demonstrates the breadth of critical perspectives that CDS has brought to the understanding
of disability. Dolmage (2017) asserts that the field of CDS adopts “a critical approach to
disability, grounded in disability rights and foregrounding the experiences and perspectives

of people with disabilities, maintaining that disability is a political and cultural identity, not
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simply a medical condition” (p. 5). CDS scholars extend the disability studies perspectives to
examine the construction of normalcy and “its discursive impact on societal responses to
impairment” (Oliver & Barnes, 2012, p. 180). Some of the intersectional work under CDS
which is important to understand and examine ableism relates to ‘normative bodies’
(Shildrick, 2009), ‘compulsory able-bodiedness’ (McRuer, 2006), and ‘normalcy’ (Davis,
1995). Within CDS, building on post-conventional theory, Shildrick (2009) refuted the
division of impairment and disability and reconceptualises the body as a cultural and
corporeal product. Shildrick (2009) argued that in society normative bodies are considered as
biologically given and fully functional bodies, which create implicit standards for
nonnormative bodies. As a result, non-normative bodies are assessed against ideals of bodily
perfection. Another example of intersectional work in CDS is that of the feminist and
disability theorist Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, who used a cultural lens to understand
disability. Garland-Thomson (2002) wrote:

Disability—Ilike gender—is a concept that pervades all aspects of culture: its structuring
institutions, social identities, cultural practices, political positions, historical communities,

and the shared human experience of embodiment (p. 4)

In understanding disability exclusion, Garland-Thomson (1997) referred to the term
“normate” as a subject position of perfect, healthy and non-disabled that is used to interpret
bodily and cognitive differences, therefore excluding people with a non-normative
embodiment. Garland-Thomson’s concept of ‘normate’ signifies disabled bodies and minds
as outside and ‘Other’ than ‘normal’ embodiment, which is an important area to analyse for
this study. These concepts of Garland-Thomson were taken further by Campbell’s work on
ableism (Goodley, 2013).

Davis (1995, 2013) also argued for the importance of shifting our gaze away from the
standpoint of what is dominant and considered to be ‘normal’. Davis traced the emergence of
the statistical average in the twentieth-century theories of humanity, the population and
psychological understandings of human development to describe how the concepts of ‘norm’
and ‘normalcy’ which came to be important for understanding disability oppression. He
argued that the history of the concept of normalcy helps us understand the social and cultural
construction of ‘norm’ and provides a legitimised way of judging bodies and minds outside

that norm (Davies, 1995, 2013). Normalcy means that those who best fit into that constructed
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norm hold power over those who deviate from the norm (Davis, 1995, 2013). Davis (2013)
used the analogy of how we have discussed race to make his argument, saying that “much
work in disability has focused on disabled people as an object of study as the study of the
race focused on people of colour” (p. 1). However, in recent scholarship on race, attention
has shifted to white supremacy and intersectionality. Similarly, he argued that to understand
‘disability’, we must begin by examining the idea of ‘normalcy’ and practices associated with
the dominant hegemony of able-bodied people. That is because “the problem is not the
person with disabilities; the problem is the way that ‘normalcy’ is constructed to create the
problem of the disabled person” (Davis, 2013, p. 1). Similarly, situating her work within
CDS, Campbell (2009) argued that for understanding and theorising disability, one also needs
to concentrate on what “the study of disability tells us about the production, operation and
maintenance of ableism” (p. 4). The following section discusses the concept of ableism and

disablism and their use in the current study.

Ableism and Disablism

Like racism and sexism, Thomas (2007) defines disablism as “a form of social oppression
involving the social imposition of restrictions of activity on people with impairments and the
socially engendered undermining of their psycho-emotional well-being” (p. 73). In Thomas's
(2007) view, disablism occurs when people with impairment interact with social and cultural
barriers in the environment. However, unlike the social model, disablism considers the effect
of impairment as embodied differences in the functioning of body and mind from what is
deemed to be ‘normal’ in society. The theorising of disablism is taken further by Goodley
(2016), who defines disablism as a set of practices and experiences that “exclude, eradicate
and neutralise those individuals, bodies and minds and community practices that fail to fit the
capitalist imperative society” (xi). On the other hand, ableism is an ideology that prioritises
hidden standards of social, cultural and political standards that promote ‘ableist normativity’
(Campbell, 2009, p. 7) or an ideology of ability that systematically diminishes disability.
Instead of focussing on the negative construct of disability, “ableism makes ablebodiedness,
and able-mindedness compulsory” (Dolmage, 2017, p. 7), and as a result, disability is then
seen as an ‘inferior state of being’. Attending to the theorisation of the social-relational view
of disability, ableism implores us to examine the prevailing social, political, and cultural

conditions that privilege ability as a marker of human accomplishment and progression
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(Goodley, 2017). Ableism is more in line with terms such as whiteness and patriarchy (Mallet
& Runswick-Cole, 2014).

A consequence of ableism is disablism. In studying disability discrimination, the terms
ableism and disablism can be co-constructed and interwoven. It is impossible to theorise
disablism and examine disablist practices without interrogating ableism (Goodley, 2016,
2018). Thus, understanding the link between ableism and disablism is important for this study
to challenge the ways in which autistic children are marginalised in the ECE context. For
example, ableism can be seen in the system of beliefs, interactions and ideologies in policies
that underpin the understanding of ability and normalcy, and may result in disablism.
Disablism can be seen in ECE practices that signify the barriers to autistic children’s
participation because their embodied differences do not meet the idea of ‘normal
embodiment’. Campbell (2019) defined normal embodiment as an understanding of the
“normal mind, the pace and tenor of thinking and kinds of emotions that are suitable to
express” (p. 13). The manner in which this idea of normal embodiment produces autistic

children as ‘others’ in the ECE context is foundational for this study.

Critical Ableism Studies as an Conceptual Tool for this Study

The current study draws on Fiona Kumari Campbell’s (2001, 2008, 2009, 2012; 2013, 2018,
2019) work on ableism which has been revolutionary in disability studies. Campbell (2001)

brings together knowledge of politics, culture, and law to define ableism as:

a network of beliefs, processes and practices that produces a particular kind of self and
body (the corporeal standard) that is projected as the perfect, essential and fully human.

Disability then is cast as a diminished state of being human (p. 44).

Drawing from Campbell’s work, I understand that ableism is sustained in beliefs, practices
and environments that privilege and show preferences for able-bodied ways of being, thereby
producing disability as ‘other’ and ‘deviant’. In this way, ableism in ECE can inform
everyday processes and practices of teaching and learning that value and express ability and
ableness as an essential characteristic of a valued and productive learner. As a result, disabled
learners are seen as an inferior and in an undesirable state of being in an educational context.

However, the idea of ability and ableism is not static and is shaped by the social, cultural, and
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political contexts of particular circumstances. Broadly, Campbell’s (2009) conceptual
understanding of ableism is based on two elements: 1) the notion of the ‘normal’ individual
and what is considered as fully human, and 2) the constitutional divide between normal/fully
human and not normal or not fully human. The following section unpacks these two

components of ableism.

The Notion of the ‘Normal’ Individual
The idea of normal is central to the concept of ableism. Campbell (2009) notes that disability

continues to “secure the performative enactment of the normal” (p. 12). She writes that:

An ableist imaginary tells us what a healthy body means — a normal mind, the pace and
tenor of thinking and the kinds of emotions and affect that are suitable to express. Of
course, these ‘fictional’ characteristics of corporeality are promoted as an ideal,

conditioned and contoured by time and place (Campbell, 2019, p. 147).

Ableism denotes the meaning of ‘norm’ or ‘corporeal standard’, which arguably neglects the
body's conceptualisation that falls outside that ‘norm’ (Campbell, 2009). In this way, the
notion of the normal individual always creates the idea of the ‘abnormal’ person who lapses
into deficiency (Campbell, 2018). The idea of a normal individual is important for
understanding disability and how disabled people are treated. The history of
conceptualisation of the term ‘normal’ started with the term ‘average’ in statistics. This term's
application to human beings positioned man as an ‘ideal” who possesses all the good qualities
given by God (Davis, 1997). However, the enlightenment concept of the ‘ideal’ man was
replaced with the term ‘normal people’ in Western culture during the 19™ century (Hacking,
1999). According to Davis (1997, 2013), the concept ‘norm’ or ‘normal’ implies that most
people have the same characteristics; therefore, they should be part of the ‘norm’. Davis
(1997, 2013) describes how the concept of ‘normal” was historically articulated through the
standard bell-shaped curve; the majority of the population falls within the middle of the
curve, representing the norm, while those who are marginal fall within either side of the
curve. The tail of the curve represents the people who are outside the ‘norm’. Disabled people
are represented at the tail of the curve as those who fall outside what is considered ‘normal’—
the majority of the population (Davies, 1997, 2013). The bell curve symbolises the “tyranny
of the norm” (Davis, 2013, p. 3).
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Measuring children in relation to the norm enabled children to be classified, divided and
ordered into binary categories of ‘disabled’ and ‘normal’ (Tremain, 2005). This classification
was noted by key authors who used statistical analysis to assess the individual’s level of
intelligence (1Q) (Gould, 1996; Herrnstein & Murray, 1994). The work of Alfred Binet was
influential in the field of statistical analysis to asses intelligence which was first translated
into English by Goddard (1908). Gould (1996) notes that Binet’s work was important in
developing tests of intelligence and reasoning to classify children with special educational
needs. However, Gould (1996) argues that Binet was concerned that the results of his
intelligence test could also become a reason for excluding disabled children from the
mainstem education setting. In the current era, the bell curve is used widely in the field of
psychology in measuring children’s intelligence and diagnostic processes for identifying
disabilities (WHO, 2011). However, scholars note that the process of categorisation that
values a particular way of being and body (the normal) can have implications for how
children are treated and educated (Gibson, 2016; Hacking, 2002; Mosleh & Gibson, 2022;
Vale & Connor, 2011). Accordingly, defining the concept of ‘normal’ leads to the second

element of ableism.

The Constitutional Divide between Normal/Fully Human and not Normal
Campbell (2013) describes “constitutions are related to the structure or attributes of an entity
which shapes a characterisation” (p. 9). Ableism elevates with the interests of the dominant
group (majority population) that places abled-bodied people in power positions, thereby
creating a social difference. An effect of ableism is that when the ideology of ability and
ableism gets embedded into society's social, cultural, and institutional consciousness, one
group's dominance over the other seems acceptable and an unquestioned ideal. Ableism is
evident when the social relations, order and structures serve the interests of and are
maintained by those who can pass the ‘norm’. Thus, those who best fit the perceived ‘norm’
sustain power over those who deviate from the ‘norm’. In this way, the ‘norm’ reinforces the
tendency to remediate the differences of those who deviate from the ‘norm’. Accordingly,
creating and maintaining a constitutional divide between ‘normal’ and ‘disabled’, “ableism
assists in the government of disability ensuring that populations that appear dis-ordered
become ordered, mapped and distinct” (Campbell, 2019, p. 150). Ableism as a practice in

Western society demands self-improvement and the expectation is that disabled people
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manage their disability in order to be independent and autonomous individuals to meet the

‘norm’ of being fully human (Campbell, 2019).

Ableism could be seen in the educational context through policies, ideologies and beliefs that
value the ‘normalcy’ of ableness and marginalise those who are perceived as different
(Annamma et al., 2013; Baglieri & Lalvani, 2020). Thus, understanding how ableism
reinforces the norm of ‘ableness’ in ECE policy and practice requires understanding and
critiquing the idea of ‘typical’ or ‘normal’ child development underpinning the disciplinary
knowledge of developmental psychology and special education

(Love & Beneke, 2021; Mosleh & Gibson, 2022). The discourse of developmental
psychology provides an empirical ground to understand the ‘normal’ child, therefore
providing justification for categorising children’s bodies as ‘normal’ and ‘disabled’.
Furthermore, special education practices reinforce the deficit view of disability by labelling
children and ensuring that children who fall outside the developmental norms are remediated
to be like their able-bodied counterparts. These ideas will be further explored in Chapter

Three. The following section discusses DSE as a theoretical framework for this study.

Disability Studies in Education

Slee et al. (2019) argued that “disability studies in education emerged from a long and sadly
continuing resistance against the oppression of children and young people with disabilities in
and through education” (p. 2). The longstanding discrimination against disabled children can
be found in perspectives and practices of special education. Within traditional special
education beliefs, disabled children are identified as “uneducable” and different in their
‘bodies’ and ‘minds’ whom special education experts should teach outside the regular school
settings (Slee et al., 2019). With the introduction of the social model of disability in 1990,
special education scholars in Europe, Australia, New Zealand and the United States started
focussing on the social and political problems that disabled people encounter in their
everyday lives. This focus shifted disability research from special education to disability
studies’ perspectives and critical theory methodology. Also, in 1999, thirty disability scholars
worldwide gathered for The Association for Persons with Severe Handicaps (TASH)
conference to develop alternative perspectives to scientific knowledge of special education

practices in education. The scholars shared different visions of theorising disability and
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experiences of disabled people from various social theories and approaches. The conference

resulted in a new interest group called Disability Studies in Education (Baglieri et al., 2011b).

DSE emerged as an alternative perspective to the special education practices of labelling and
segregation of children in schools (Freedman, 2016). DSE scholars argued that the
knowledge base of special education and its associated practices is problematic for inclusive
education practices as this thinking created a restrictive learning environment for disabled
children (Connor et al., 2008; Freedman, 2016; Slee et al., 2019). However, Slee et al. (2019)
argued that the exclusion of disabled children is not solely the outcome of special education
practices but involves co-dependence between special and regular schooling. This
relationship has been strengthened over the years through the special education practices of
identifying and managing children’s differences to accommodate disabled children in regular
schools. An example of this can be seen in the current discourse of inclusion which seems to
support the political rights of disabled children to equitable education while continuing with

the special education practices of identification and remediation of disability.

Like Critical Disability Studies, DSE is not underpinned by any single theoretical framework.
Underpinning DSE are theories that inform a particular concern about the oppression of
disabled children in and through education (Taylor, 2008). Acknowledging the critiques of
the social model of disability and drawing from the interdisciplinary field of Critical
Disability Studies, DSE has adopted diverse perspectives that aim to develop actions and

practices to improve the lives of disabled people (Slee et al., 2019).

The diversity of approaches underpinning DSE does not impede the existence of key themes
that recognise that “disability is a social phenomenon” (Taylor, 2008, p. xiii) that is
manifested in interactions between the social context and different bodies and minds (Baglieri
et al., 2011b). The perspective is that “disability is best understood by listening to disabled
people tell about their lives, and giving attention to how different factors in contexts shape an
individual’s experience of disability” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 245). Accordingly, DSE rejects
the understanding of disability as an individual deficit that needs fixing and reconceptualises
disability as a social, cultural, political, material and historical phenomenon, enabling a view
of disability as a difference and part of human experiences rather than as a medical problem
(Ferri & Connor, 2005).
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Disability Studies in Education and Inclusive Education

Theoretically significant for this study is the link between DSE and inclusion. Many
disability scholars have recognised the importance of DSE perspectives in understanding
inclusion. Morton (2014) notes that DSE provides a valuable framework to understand
inclusion by identifying and resisting exclusionary practices and developing inclusive
practices in policy and teaching resources to make inclusion more sustainable. DSE “provides
new spaces in which to manoeuvre, re-framing theory, reflecting on and (potentially) shifting
[inclusive] practice in classrooms, schools, and national policies and guidelines” (Morton et
al., 2021, p. 1).

Conceptually, inclusive education from the DSE perspective is aligned with a social justice
education agenda, which strives toward creating a society in which all children have equitable
access to meaningful learning, a feeling of belonging and equal distribution of educational
resources (Baglieri & Lalvani, 2020; Baglieri & Shapiro, 2017). Therefore, DSE scholars aim
to promote social justice, and equitable and inclusive education opportunities for disabled
children in all aspects of life. In practice, “a DSE perspective sees the educational
environment, as opposed to students with disabilities, as the "problem™ and calls for a
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) approach to education or the design of instructional
materials and activities that allows the learning goals to be achievable by individuals with
wide differences in their abilities and backgrounds” (Wilson, 2017, p. 1). Unlike traditional
special education approaches that focus on the individual child, UDL focuses on modifying
the learning environment, infrastructure, and teaching curriculum to reduce barriers to ensure

that all children's learning needs are met (Rose et al., 2006).

The conceptual understanding of DSE and the practical implications are also discussed by
Connor et al. (2008). They note that inclusive education from the DSE perspective sees
disability as identity, part of human diversity and a multicultural curriculum that recognises
the experiences of disabled people and promotes their contribution to education activities.
Thus, research using DSE perspectives should identify and encourage the lived experiences
of disabled people and their families. DSE also adopts a critical stance toward research
methodologies that objectify and marginalise disabled people. Therefore, DSE supports

research that focuses on social, political, and cultural understandings of disability and
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unpacks the medical and special education perspectives of disability in policy, law and

education settings (Connor et al., 2008).

Studying Ableism through a Disability Studies in Education Lens

Disability scholars have used the DSE framework to analyse the processes and practices of
ableism in education (Annamma et al., 2013; Baglieri et al., 2011a; Bacon & Baglieri, 2021,
Baglieri & Lalvani, 2020). DSE scholars note that DSE perspectives demand that researchers
are critical of assumptions and practices that privilege able-bodied children in schools (Kafer,
2013; McRuer, 2006). Baglieri et al. (2011a) believed that the project of DSE demands that
scholars “turn the tables on the enforcement of normalcy to expose the pathology of
pathologising school children” (p. 2141). Similarly, another DSE scholar, Barton (2000),
pointed out that “inclusive education is not only about the rights of disabled children, [but it
is] part of a wider critique of that which constitutes itself as normal” (p. 11). From a DSE
viewpoint, if we do not acknowledge the existence of ableist assumptions and privileges, we
continue to focus on the marginalisation of disabled children and leave the centre of that
marginalisation, the construct of ‘normal’ unattended (Baglieri et al., 2011a). Revealing the
construct of ‘normal’ is important for this study in exploring ableism and examining the
reasons why and how autistic children are positioned as ‘others’ in ECE policies and

practices.

Disability scholars note that DSE provides a valuable lens for teachers and education
practitioners to question the practices that perpetuate the ‘myth’ of normal children,
providing opportunities to critically reflect on their teaching practices (Baglieri et al., 2011a).
Likewise, Ferri and Bacon (2011) highlight the importance of DSE in ECE. These scholars
argued that DSE allows teachers to rethink the constructs of normalcy, thus challenging
ableism and creating spaces for students to do the same (Ferri & Bacon, 2011). In this regard,
DSE provides a commitment to undoing the damage caused to disabled children by ableist
discourses and practices that prevent equitable education opportunities in schools and society
(Annamma et al., 2013; Baglieri & Lalvani, 2020; Brantlinger, 2009; Valle & Connor, 2011).

DSE provides a critical framework for disrupting ideas of ‘normal’ in education and could
work towards subverting ableist values in society. Accordingly, inclusive education from the

DSE lens suggests the transformation of curriculum, pedagogy, physical environment, and
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practices in ECE settings to ensure that differences of all children are recognised and valued.
Therefore, DSE is a valuable framework for this study to examine and question the
discourses of ableism that are used to measure ‘bodies’ and ‘minds’ which fall outside the
norm. Concurring with and situating this research within the framework of DSE and using
ableism as an analytical lens, I examine ableist discourses that privilege ‘able-bodiedness’
and ‘able-mindedness’ in ECE policies, and beliefs of teachers and interactions within an
ECE setting. This study also examines how this system of ideologies, beliefs and interactions

inform disablist practices for autistic children.

Chapter Summary

This chapter has discussed how | adopted social constructionism as a research paradigm to
understand disability as a social and relational concept. Therefore, | took a critical stance
toward the positivist paradigm underlying medical and special education perspectives of
understanding disability. The chapter has discussed different models of disability, mainly the
medical and social, and how these models has potential to shape ECE practices. The medical
model characterises a child with a disability by physical and psychological differences and
does not recognise how barriers in society and educational context disable children. The
social model of disability has shifted the focus from the individual child to identifying and

removing social, structural and attitudinal barriers in society and the education context.

However, the social model of disability has been critiqued for not considering the experiences
of disabled children and their different needs (Connors & Stalker, 2007). Underwood et al.
(2012) argue that to achieve full inclusion, the impairment experiences need to be considered
alongside societal barriers to ensure children's learning needs are met. In this regard, the
relational model plays an essential role in defining disability as an interaction between people
with impairment and disabling barriers in society. The relational understanding of disability
is adopted in this study and is central to the work of disability studies and international policy
and legislation on disability (Goodley, 2016; Thomas, 2007).

Furthermore, the approaches of Disability Studies and Critical Disability Studies (CDS) are
discussed to understand the theoretical concepts of disablism and ableism. An exposition of
what ableism is and how it is used as a key analytical tool for this study is discussed. Finally,

Disability Studies in Education (DSE) as a theoretical framework for this study is discussed.
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Embedded within CDS perspectives, DSE is regarded as a valuable framework to explore and
dismantle the practices of ableism and support changes in the education context and teaching
curriculum to include all children. The following chapter discusses the literature review

conducted as a part of this research investigation.
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Chapter Three: Literature Review

Chapter Overview

This study explores whether and how ableism operates in key ECE policies and practices, and
its impact on the inclusion of autistic children. I also examine how disability awareness and
critical reflection on their practices can help teachers to resist ableism and promote inclusion
for all. In order to locate this research investigation in the context of existing research, this
literature review critically engages with the research on ECE and ableism. This literature
review has two key strands. Firstly, the chapter critiques the individualistic approaches
underlying the discourses of developmental psychology, special education, and the medical
discourse of disability in relation to how they frame the notion of the ‘normal’ child. The
perception of the ‘normal’ child is central to the concept of ableism, which expects autistic
children to comply with the expectations related to ‘normal’ children, therefore stigmatising
and devaluing children’s different ways of being. In addition to reviewing these pervasive
narratives of normality, | review the critical theoretical paradigms within childhood and
disability studies that have critiqued the idea of the ‘normal’ child and suggest alternative

perspectives for understanding childhood, disability and inclusive education.

Search Methodology

To identify research at the intersection of ableism and ECE, | undertook a literature search
from June 2018 to January 2019. Subsequently, I undertook a further literature search in the
period from November 2020 to December 2021. The following databases were used to search
literature: ERIC, PubMed, J Stor, Taylor & Francis (e-journal), Sage Journal, NZCER,
ProQuest Central, PsycInfo and Google Scholar. The key terms used in full and truncations
were: ableism, normalcy, disability studies, ableism in ECE or preschool or early years and
school, autism and/or children with ASD, autism and ableism, inclusive education, early
childhood education, experiences of families with autistic children/children with ASD and
disabilities, critiques of developmental psychology, special education, neoliberalism and
ableism. The criteria for selecting the literature included: a) theoretical and empirically-based
peer-reviewed journal articles and published books and book chapters, PhD theses and

government policy documents, b) publications that used one or more key terms, and c)
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publications between 1999 and 2021. This timeframe was selected because Disability Studies
in Education as a mode of inquiry to critique special education practices was introduced in
1999, critiques of developmental psychology were emerging (Burman, 2008; Rose, 1999),
and discussion on ableism in disability studies (Campbell, 2001; 2003 & 2009) and critiques
of ableism (Baker, 2002; Hehir, 2002, 2007) in education were more evident.

The initial literature search yielded 60 peer-reviewed articles, 10 Masters and PhD theses, and
25 book chapters. The abstract of each publication was reviewed to decide if it fitted the
selection criteria. When an abstract did not contain sufficient information to make a decision
about selection, the entire article was reviewed. However, a survey of the first selection of
literature resulted in very few publications discussing ableism in ECE in New Zealand and
internationally (Hodge & Runswick-Cole, 2013; Lyons, 2013). Consequently, | broadened
my selection criteria to include material with themes including terms: critiques of
developmental psychology, special education, normalcy, and neoliberalism in inclusive
education research in ECE and school (a search conducted between November 2020 and
December 2021). The follow-up literature search resulted in 27 peer-reviewed articles, six
book chapters, one book and one PhD thesis. The literature from the follow-up search was
also refined to select material that closely aligned with the selection criteria and was pertinent
to the research topic. After refinement, the initial and follow-up literature search resulted in
50 peer-reviewed articles, eight book chapters, three books, two PhD theses and five

government documents which are all included in this literature review.

This review of literature is organised according to the themes that emerged from my reading
which are related to: 1) critiques of development psychology and special education discourses
and the construction of the ‘normal’ child, 2) critical paradigms in disability and childhood
studies, 3) inclusive education and ECE for young autistic children, 4) understanding family

experiences of inclusive education for their disabled children, and 5) ableism in ECE.

The Construction of the ‘Normal’ Child in ECE

The previous chapter (Chapter Two) discussed the theoretical understanding of ableism
underpinning this study. This section reviews literature in ECE and disability studies that
engages with and critiques the discourse of developmental psychology for its description of

the ‘normal’ child, and explores how this discourse has shaped practices of inequality for
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disabled children. Furthermore, | review literature that examines how the construction of the

‘normal’ child is extended through the special education discourse.

The Discourse of Developmental Psychology

The literature that critiques the discourse of developmental psychology highlights the
pervasive influence of the concept of normalcy in this discipline. The notion of normalcy
conceptualises an ‘abnormal’ person as deficient if they are perceived to be functioning
outside the boundaries of the ‘normal’ person (Campbell, 2009). To understand the ways in
which the notion of normalcy operates and informs ableist beliefs in ECE, this section
analyses literature that critiques how developmental psychology constructs the hegemonic
notion of the ‘normal’ child and marginalises disabled children. Disability scholars argue that
the idea of a ‘normal’ child is at the root of exclusionary practices in education (Baker, 2002;
Baglieri & Lalvani, 2020; Baglieri et al., 2011a; Cologon, 2014; Goodley et al., 2016;
Goodley & Runswick-Cole, 2010; Watson, 2017).

There are a number of key works that have critiqued discourses of childhood that have their
roots in developmental psychology. A seminal work in understanding the history of the
discourse of the ‘normal’ child is by Rose (1999). Rose (1999) employs several illustrations,
charts, photographs and scales to demonstrate how the child became the central focus of
psychiatry’s normalising gaze in the twentieth century. Drawing from Foucault’s work, Rose
(1999) notes that developmental psychology is taken as truth, a natural and given
phenomenon that provides an empirical account of ‘normal” developmental milestones,
representing how children’s bodies should be at a given age and stage (Rose, 1999). Rose
(1999) argues that the emergence of developmental psychology as a category of inquiry

represents positivistic accounts of ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’ child development. He wrote that:

A developmental norm is a standard based upon average abilities or performances of
children of a certain age on a particular task or a specified activity. It thus, not only
represents a picture of what [is] normal for children of such an age but also enables the

normality of any child to be assessed by comparison with this norm (Rose, 1999, p. 145).

Likewise, also influenced by Foucault’s work, other scholars have been critical of the

homogeneous view of childhood within the discourse of developmental psychology and its
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impact on children’s lives (Antonsen, 2019; Cohen, 2008; Gunn, 2019; MacNaughton, 2005).
In Australia, MacNaughton (2005) argues that developmental psychology, established as
truth in ECE, informs teachers’ pedagogies and perpetuates practices of inequality.
MacNaughton (2005) contends that the truth about developmental psychology is established
in official ECE government regulations and curriculum documents internationally, and that
these provide guidelines about what are considered to be “desirable ways to think, act and
feel in, for instance, early childhood institutions” (p. 32). MacNaughton (2005) suggests that
using the poststructuralist perspectives of Foucault can provide ECE teachers with
opportunities to critically reflect on developmental psychology and how it perpetuates
injustice and inequality in their everyday teaching. Similarly, highlighting the importance of
Foucault’s discourse analysis in ECE to resist social injustice, Gunn (2019) reflects on her
journey as an ECE teacher in New Zealand and how the discourse of developmental
psychology informed her practices. Gunn (2019) notes that as a teacher, she used to draw on
the discourse of developmental psychology to compare children against norms of
development and make pedagogical decisions to help children meet the so-called ‘normal’
developmental milestones. Moreover, she notes that the discourses of developmental
psychology and medicine informed her understanding of heterosexuality as ‘normal’, and her
beliefs and thoughts about children’s sexual development in the early years. However, she
argues that the critique of developmental psychology and the development of Te Whariki
(MoE, 1996, 2017) shifted attention from an individualist model of development psychology
toward the social and cultural nature of human development and a holistic view of children in
ECE in New Zealand.

Other critiques of developmental psychology focus on the links it makes to productive
adulthood. This is a focus of Leonard (2016) in her review paper on psychological and
sociological approaches to child development. She argues that one of the important aims of
developmental psychology is to understand the processes of developmental changes with age,
which involves documenting children’s age-based competencies to provide a passage toward
capable and productive adulthood. Thus, adulthood is seen as an end period of childhood and
adolescence, and if the child has not yet reached adulthood, they are considered as “not a
fully developed, incomplete, not fully human being, who is required to go through the
processes of intervention to learn and internalise how to become a productive and competent

adult” (p. 15). Leonard’s (2016) work suggests that the developmental psychology
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description of progression toward adulthood needs to be questioned, as it sees child
development as essentially biological in nature, disregarding the role of the social and
cultural context in which child development takes place. Furthermore, in the developmental
psychology discourse, children’s cognitive abilities are linked to a set of stages that provide a
benchmark to determine whether the child is developing normally. Children who do not meet
developmental milestones are considered incompetent and as requiring intervention to

progress toward productive adult citizenship (Leonard, 2016).

In a similar vein to Leonard, a link between the discourse of developmental psychology and
productive adult citizenship is critiqued by Burman (2008, 2017). Within critical psychology,
Burman’s (2008, 2017) work has been influential in critiquing the field of developmental
psychology. One of the central themes of her recent work focuses on how the normative
understanding of developmental psychology, that describes individual development in terms
of child development, informs international and national social development policies
(Burman, 2017). She called this theme “new developmental psychologies that connect
economic and political models of development with psychological ones” (p. vii), forging an
“explicit connection between the individual, national and international economic
development policies” (p. viii). Echoing Leonard (2016), Burman (2017) argues that the
discourse of developmental psychology in social policies fantasises the neoliberal agenda of
productive workers and future citizens that contribute to the country’s economic success.
This adult-normative model establishes the norms, and when measured against this model,
the non-normative child is pathologised. Burman (2017) contends that the notion of linear
development in developmental psychology reflects the developmental trajectory that does not
reflect lived experiences of children, assumes children as homogenous objects, and negates
the interactions of children’s lives and their different identities. Thus, Burman (2008) urges
us to move from the myth of the normal child and its individualist approaches to radical

constructionism that studies “not only the child but also the context that produces her” (p. 9)

Disability theorists have also critiqued the understanding of the ‘normal’ child that underpins
the developmental discourse and argued that it produces oppressive practices related to
disability in ECE (Goodley & Runswick-Cole, 2010; Watson, 2017). In Australia, informed
by Foucault’s theory and using ethnography as a method, Watson’s (2017) research explored

how the construction of the ‘normal’ child disrupted the process and practices of inclusion in
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three ECE classrooms. Watson’s (2017) study provided various examples of how
developmental psychology, among other discourses (medical, special education, discipline,
play), shapes the subjectivities of disabled children in ECE. In her observations, she found
examples of non-disabled children adopting the developmental discourse when they
positioned themselves as bigger, more mature, and knowledgeable about the classroom rules
and positioned their disabled peers as younger children, who do not follow the classroom
rules, and are in need of special education support. Watson (2017) argued that the positioning
of disabled children as ‘other’ and in need of special education can constrain their inclusion
as their participation depends on conforming to the idea of the ‘normal’ child. In this way, the
participation of the ‘normal’ children remains unquestioned, and the diagnostic labelling of

disabled children continues to limit relationships and participation within ECE settings.

Another critical perspective on the notion of normal development relates to the role of play.
Goodley and Runswick-Cole (2010) critically reflected on the link between children’s play
and their ‘normal’ development. They argued that this connection assumes that only ‘normal’
children play for intrinsic value while disabled children play as a means of therapeutic
intervention and meeting developmental growth. However, the authors recognised that
childhood studies play an important role in critiquing the view of play as a means of
intervention in developmental psychology and supporting the idea of play as having ‘intrinsic
value’ for all children (Goodley & Runswick-Cole, 2010). Moreover, Goodley and
Runswick-Cole (2010) highlighted the importance of work by Burman (2008) and other
critical psychologists in deconstructing the discourse of developmental psychology. They
noted that Walkerdine (1993) and Burman (2008) critique the discourse of developmental
psychology for the myth of the ‘normal ’ child which produces an atypical developing child
as deficient and problematic. Goodley and Runswick-Cole (2010) argued that the work of
these critical psychologists “requires us to think critically about the constitution of bodies,
activities, institutions and communities” (Goodley & Runswick-Cole, 2010, p. 509). In this
regard, deconstructing developmental psychology provides an essential critique of the link
between play, normal child development, and normalisation, providing an opportunity to
understand disabled children’s play experiences in ECE research and practice (Goodley &
Runswick-Cole, 2010). Supported by this literature, | am critical of the narrowly defined
understanding of ‘normal’ within the developmental discourse and how that understanding

does not consider physical and cognitive differences in children. This discourse also does not
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consider the context in which learning takes place. In a sociocultural view, learning is
described as developing through “responsive and reciprocal relationships with people places
and things” over time (MoE, 2017, p. 21). To sum up, the literature in this section discussed
how the discourse of developmental psychology has been used to narrowly frame and assess
‘normalcy’ and the resultant practice that has stemmed from this has used a deficit approach.
Similarly, views about normalcy and deficit framing are found in the discourse of special

education, critiqued in the next section.

The Discourse of Special Education

Campbell (2009) notes that “a chief feature of an ableist viewpoint is a belief that impairment
(irrespective of ‘type’) is inherently negative which should, if the opportunity presents itself,
be ameliorated, cured or indeed eliminated” (pp. 153-154). Echoing this view, disability
scholars note that ableism in education can be maintained through special education practices
of identifying and remediating the differences of disabled children (Baker, 2002; Baglieri &
Lalvani, 2020; Ferri & Bacon, 2011; Hehir, 2007). In their theoretical paper on understanding
the implications of Disability Studies in Education for ECE, Ferri and Bacon (2011) argue
that ideas of the ‘normal’ and ‘normalcy’ are embedded in the special education discourse.
They note that ableism is linked to the special education discourse when children who do not
conform to the norm of developmental psychology are seen as ‘at-risk’ and having special

educational needs.

An example of how the discourse of special education reinforces the othering of disabled
children can be seen in Macartney’s research. In New Zealand, Macartney's (2011)
qualitative study explored the inclusion and exclusion experiences in ECE of two families of
disabled children. Drawing from Disability Studies in Education and employing Foucauldian
discourse analysis, Macartney’s study provided an example of how developmental
psychology, special education and medical discourses interacted with the experiences of two
families who had disabled children. Macartney (2011) noted that the special education
discourse placed teachers’ attention on the deficits of Maggie-Rose (disabled child) whom
they suggested required intervention and support from special education professionals to
remediate her (Maggie-Rose’s) differences to fit into the normal ways of being and learning
in the education context. Macartney (2011) argued that focusing on Maggie Rose’s deficits

represents a view of Maggie Rose as a passive learner who can be shaped to fit into the
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normal expectations of development and behaviour. Furthermore, such a view disregards
Maggie Rose’s experiences, abilities and identity as a disabled learner and active participant
in her ECE setting. The dehumanising effect of the special education discourse on disabled
children is also found in Watson’s (2017) research. This qualitative study explored the
construction of ‘normal’ in ECE classrooms in Australia. The study findings suggested that
the discourse of the ‘normal’ child is upheld by the special education discourse, which
produces disabled children as ‘other’ who require support from special education
professionals. In her observations of interactions between teachers, non-disabled and disabled
children, Watson (2017) observed that the special education discourse informs language used
by teachers to describe disabled children in terms of the severity of their impairments and

their need for specialist equipment and constant supervision (Watson, 2017).

To sum up, the discourses of developmental psychology and special education will be
considered throughout this literature review as they can help to understand the construction of
‘ableism’ in ECE and how it impacts the inclusion of autistic children. The following section
discusses critical perspectives within childhood and disability studies that suggest alternative

views for understanding children’s development and disability in ECE.

Alternative Perspectives and Critical Paradigms

This section presents the critical paradigms that were evident in the literature reviewed and
relevant to this study. These paradigms are central to the work of childhood and disability
studies researchers and are important for challenging the exclusionary impacts of ableism and
suggesting inclusive practices. | first outline the important literature in childhood studies that
critiques the discourse of developmental psychology and its description of the normal child,
thereby recognising the diversity of childhood. After that, | review literature in disability
studies that suggests the importance of disability studies’ perspectives in ECE in valuing
disabled children’s childhood experiences, understanding and reflecting on the constructs of

‘normalcy’ and ‘ableism’, and removing barriers to inclusive education.

Sociology of Childhood or Childhood Studies
Childhood studies emerged from a critique of developmental psychology and its universalised

and homogenous notion of childhood (James & Prout, 1997). In childhood studies, children
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are represented as social actors and viewed as ‘being’, which differs from developmental
psychology’s view of children as ‘becoming’ (James & Prout, 1997). The child who is
viewed as ‘being’ has the ability to actively construct their childhood and has rights and
views and experiences about being a child (James & Prout, 1997; James et al., 1998).
Whereas, the child which is perceived as ‘becoming’ is seen as having the skills and features
of an adult citizen whom they will become. The view of the child as ‘becoming’ is
problematic as it is future-oriented and focusses on what the child will be as a future adult
rather than a young human being (James & Prout, 1997; James et al., 1998).

The view of a child as becoming might also inform ableist beliefs and practices in the ECE

context.

A foundational work in the sociology of childhood is James and Prout’s (1997)
“Constructing and reconstructing childhood. Contemporary issues in the sociology of
childhood”, which was first published in 1990. They have highlighted six key components of
childhood studies:

1. The socially constructed childhood is different from a construction of the child as
biologically immature. It is a contextualized interpretation of human’s early life based on
societal beliefs and cultures. 2. Childhood is intertwined with other social variables in
societies such as gender, class, ethnicity etc. 3. Children’s own independent perspectives
must be considered while studying children and childhood. 4. Children must be viewed as
active participants, not only in the construction of knowledge about them but also in
construction of society as a whole. 5. Due to direct involvement of children in construction
of knowledge about them, ethnography is a useful methodology for studying childhood. 6.
The new paradigm of childhood sociology is to respond to the process of reconstructing
childhood (pp. 8-9).

In their later work, James et al. (1998) note that in childhood studies, children are seen as
social actors and active agents who have rights and expertise in articulating their experiences,
rather than adults imposing their interpretation of children’s everyday experiences and lives
on them. Furthermore, in childhood studies, childhood can be seen to be played out
differently in different contexts, spaces and across time periods. This means that while

children’s development can be shaped by historical, cultural, and social contexts, these
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factors can be different according to family structure, culture, education and the work

environment in which children’s development takes place (James et al., 1998).

Building on the earlier seminal work of James et al. (1998), Leonard (2016) critically
evaluates the psychological and sociological approaches to childhood. Leonard (2016) notes
that the sociology of childhood is an approach that recognises the social and cultural
production of knowledge and allows the implications of interdisciplinary approaches of social
sciences to capture the diversity of children’s childhood which varies across time and space.
Similarly, James and James (2008) argue that the study of childhood is no longer confined to
the traditional knowledge of developmental psychology, which conceptualised children as a
developmentally determined group of homogenous people. They note that childhood studies
are engaged with the multidisciplinary fields and theoretical perspectives of social sciences,
including social work, history, law, anthropology and many more. These theoretical
perspectives explore the relationship between childhood and various sociocultural discourses,
children's experiences, and the impact these have on children’s everyday lives. Thus, the
social construction of childhood critiques the developmental psychological notion of a
‘normal’ child, because it does not envisage children as having rights and agency, and
neglects the role of social and cultural contexts on child development. By contrast, in
childhood studies children are viewed holistically as competent individuals whose rights,
experiences, and perspectives matter in everyday life and research. This view is consistent
with the view of children in Te Whariki (MoE, 2017).

However, disability scholars argue that although the childhood studies has provided a critique
of the developmental psychology discourse and its description of normal children that
constructs some children as deficient and lacking, the voices and experiences of disabled
children in childhood studies and research are neglected, but not absent (Curran & Runswick-
Cole, 2014; Franck, 2014; Tisdall, 2012; Underwood et al., 2020). Franck (2014) questioned
the notion of children as competent individuals in childhood studies. She argued that
childhood studies see children as competent individuals with agency which contradicts the
view of children as passive, incompetent and vulnerable. However, she argues that the idea of
the child as a competent individual with agency may become limited when the voices and
experiences of disabled children are not included in ECE policy, practice and research.

Consequently, she suggested that a discussion on competence in ECE should be presumed as
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relational, not something located within an individual child but depending on the situation
and context (Franck, 2014). Franck (2014) contended that childhood studies make a valuable
contribution as it values the perspectives and experiences of children in research and ECE
practices. Moreover, the ideas in childhood studies can benefit from the theoretical
perspectives of disability studies which can help teachers, researchers and policy makers to
be aware of and reflect on notions of competencies, normality, ability and disability in ECE
(Franck, 2014).

Several scholars suggest the need to include disabled children’s voices in childhood studies
(Curran & Runswick-Cole, 2014; Tisdall, 2012). Curran and Runswick-Cole (2014) argue
that the childhood of disabled children and their experiences are largely invisible within
childhood studies, but not absent. When disabled children are visible, they are generally
identified using deficit language, and the focus is on seeking special education and welfare
support for children (Curran & Runswick- Cole, 2014). Disability theorists note that the gap
in childhood studies in defining disabled children’s experiences and recognising disability as
a positive identity can be addressed by introducing disability studies perspectives in
childhood studies (Conners & Stalker, 2007; Curran & Runswick-Cole, 2014; Eilers 2020;
Franck, 2014). In line with this aim, the following section critically reviews the literature that
suggests the importance of integrating disability studies’ perspectives in childhood studies
and ECE.

Integrating Disability Studies Perspectives in ECE

This section discusses the literature that uses critical studies in disability (see Chapter Two)
as a theoretical framework to critique the dominant hegemonic framing of disability as ‘not
normal’, and suggests alternative perspectives to reorient inclusive ECE. Drawing from the
sociology of childhood and Critical Disability Studies (CDS) perspectives, Curran and
Runswick-Cole (2014) developed the framework of Disabled Children’s Childhood Studies’
(DCCS). This framework provides an approach to supporting disabled children’s childhood
through understanding their experiences and critiquing the discourse of ‘normal’
development. Moreover, DCCS advances research provision and expects an ethical research
design that considers the experiences of disabled children with those of significant others in
their lives at the centre of research inquiry. Similar to Curran and Runswick-Cole, Watson

(2012) brought together childhood and disability studies and developed “a new approach to
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the study of disability in childhood” (p. 200). The approach centred on the contributions of
disabled children and considering the heterogeneity of their experiences and learning needs.
The approach also encourages consideration of changes that occur in the nature of childhood
over time. Thus, the approach suggests the importance of challenging ableist assumptions
that produce and sustain a homogenous view of childhood. Finally, this approach emphasises
the importance of disabled children’s contribution and active participation in the research
agenda. In my study, the focus was on exploring the beliefs, interactions and practices of
teachers for understanding how ableism might impact these. In exploring this, the autistic
children were active participants in the video observations. However, | have suggested that
future research could extend the research methods to include disabled children as active

participants in exploring their experiences of ableism (see Chapter Ten).

Other scholars have examined the implications of Critical Disability Studies (CDS) for
critiquing the idea of the ‘normal’ child and supporting inclusion for disabled children in
ECE (Eilers 2020; Goodley et al., 2016; Runswick-Cole et al., 2016). In her review paper on
the distinction between CDS and inclusive ECE, Eilers (2020) pointed out the implications of
CDS for ECE inclusion. Eilers (2020) noted that understanding the theoretical perspectives of
CDS contributes to the field of ECE in highlighting the role of the history of child
development in constructing the ‘normal’ child. She also suggested the need for an alliance
between educators, researchers, caregivers and ECE service providers to discuss the
contribution and practical implications of CDS to the promotion of inclusion in ECE.
Drawing on CDS perspectives, Runswick-Cole et al. (2016) discussed the framework of
critical autism studies. They noted that critical autism studies critique the assumption of
normal and typical individuals that positions autistic persons as not normal and provides a
view of autism as materially and discursively produced within a specific sociocultural context
(Runswick-Cole et al., 2016).

Goodley et al. (2016) also draw from CDS perspectives and have developed the ‘dis/human
lens’ to analyse and critique the dehumanising impact of the idea of the ‘normal’ child on
disabled children. Goodley et al. (2016) argued that ‘[a] dis/human position means that we
recognise the norm, the pragmatic and political value of claiming the norm, but we always
seek to trouble the norm” (p. 5). Goodley et al. (2016) noted that to trouble the norm, we

need to celebrate disability as an identity and recognise disabled children’s lived experiences
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and that of their families. Like the dis/human lens, their article writes about other binaries
like dis/development and dis/play that interrogate the idea of the ‘normal ‘child development
and ‘normal’ play. Their article also advocates recognising disabled children’s development

and play experiences.

Scholars have also noted the importance of Disability Studies in Education (DSE)
perspectives in ECE for challenging ableism, removing barriers and supporting inclusion.
DSE as a subfield of disability studies provides a framework to examine and critique the
practices of ableism and provide a social justice view of inclusion where all children have
equitable access to education (Baglieri & Lalvani, 2020; Morton, 2014; Slee et al., 2019).
DSE in the current study has been used as a theoretical framework to examine and critique
the discourses of ableism and provide an alternative way of understanding inclusive ECE (see
Chapter One). Ferri and Bacon (2011) suggested that DSE perspectives can help ECE
teachers to understand and question the categories of ‘ableism’ and ‘normalcy’ and the
related special education practices of categorising and remediating disability. DSE provides
an alternative view of inclusion that recognises and embraces the diversity and differences of
disabled children rather than their homogeneity and advocates for change in curriculum and
teaching practices (Ferri & Bacon, 2011). In her theoretical paper, Ferri (2015) argued that
implementing DSE perspectives is more valuable and practical than changing the bodies and
minds of children, as classroom and teaching instruction can be easily modified and made
more valuable for a wide range of children with diverse learning needs. A framework for
implementing DSE perspectives in practice is the Universal Design for Learning (UDL)
(Ferri, 2015). For the current study, UDL is seen as a useful framework for implementing
DSE perspectives in practice as its shifts the focus from individual child impairment and
special education practices towards making education contexts and teaching curriculum

accessible for all learners (Rose & Meyer, 2006) (see Chapter One).

Drawing from DSE perspectives, Lalvani and Bacon’s (2018) theoretical paper further
provided pedagogical suggestions for ECE teachers to critique the silence about disability
and ableism in the ECE curriculum in the United States. They noted that although disability
is considered a part of human diversity in ECE, there has been little acknowledgement of
disability and ableism in social justice and multicultural ECE. They suggested that DSE

perspectives can help teachers to dismantle ableism by recognising disability as a form of
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human diversity, providing the space for reflection on the construction of normalcy and

teaching young children to value human differences (Lalvani & Bacon, 2018).

Similarly, Baglieri and Lalvani (2020) have synthesised DSE perspectives and critical
pedagogy as a means to counter ableism. Giroux (2020) notes that critical pedagogy is
informed by critical theory, which requires teachers and other education practitioners to
scrutinise and interrogate the role of their own beliefs and practices in the systematic
exclusion of specific individuals or groups. Baglieri and Lalvani (2020) suggest that teachers
undertaking a critical inquiry about ableism need to engage in three essential components of
social justice-oriented critical pedagogy: critical analysis, critical reflection, and social
change. Critical analysis requires teachers to understand the taken for granted understandings
and dominant discourses that perpetuate inequality for disabled children. Critical reflection
extends the teachers’ knowledge of how these dominant disability discourses reflect their
thinking and teaching (Baglieri & Lalvani, 2020). Finally, critical reflection involves teachers
questioning and challenging their deficit assumptions about disability, which encourages

insights and shifts in their thinking and can change their practices (Baglieri & Lalvani, 2020).

Thus, DSE as a subfield of disability studies shares a similar aim to the social model of
disability to remove barriers in the learning environment and the teaching curriculum to
support inclusion. Moreover, building on the Nordic-relational (Tossebro, 2004) and
intersectional models of disability (Shakespeare, 2006, 2013), DSE advocates for considering
the impairment experiences and needs of disabled children as central in making modifications
in teaching and learning contexts. Finally, DSE provides a framework for social justice and
inclusive pedagogies in ECE by helping teachers to challenge ableism through understanding
and critically reflecting on the dominant discourse related to normalcy and disability and how
they become barriers to inclusion. In this regard, DSE perspectives not only provide a view of
inclusion as ‘education for all’ through advocating for adaptations in teaching and education
contexts but also provide knowledge to examine the constructs of ableism and normalcy in
ECE that creates barriers to inclusion (Ferri & Bacon, 2011; Wilson, 2017).

To sum up, the literature in this section discussed the way disability studies contributes to
childhood studies and ECE by recognising disabled children’s experiences and drawing
attention to structural, social and material barriers to participation, acknowledging the

experiences of disabled children and inviting critical reflection to question the construct of
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ableism. The following section discusses the literature that critiques the deficit understanding
of inclusion underlying the discourse of the ‘normal’ child and suggests a rights-based

approach to inclusion from a disability studies perspective.

Inclusive Education in ECE

In the 21%-century, inclusion in ECE, as a model of social service, resulted from critiques of
integration or special education approaches for disabled children and promoted greater
recognition of the human rights of all children in legislation and policy internationally
(Underwood & Parekh, 2020). Integration is not inclusion; integration is merely about
placing the child in a separate or regular ECE setting without changing pedagogy, practice
and classroom activities to include all children (United Nations Office of the High
Commissioner [OHCHRY], 2016). Internationally, a founding document that sets out the
principles of inclusive education is the Salamanca Statement, which is considered universally
good for all children and has reinforced government policies, teaching strategies and
curricula (UNESCO, 1994). Furthermore, inclusion as a human right, that is important for
positive educational outcomes and moral imperatives is given attention in the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child [UNCROC] and United Nations Convention on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities [UNCRPD] (United Nations General Assembly, 1989,
2006). Both documents state that every child has a fundamental right to inclusive education
and full and effective participation at every level of education (Cologon, 2020). Drawing
from a rights-based approach, I describe an inclusive ECE setting as a place where disabled
children have equal rights to participate, receive a quality education, feel empowered and

belong, as well as rights of being and embracing their identity as disabled individuals.

As a signatory to conventions like the Salamanca Statement, UNCROC, and UNCRPD
(UNESCO, 1994; United Nations General Assembly, 1989, 2006), New Zealand has an
obligation to ensure that the rights of disabled children are being met. Moreover, the New
Zealand Disability Strategy (NZDS) has been developed as a framework that outlines
expectations from government, education and other agencies that New Zealand will be
transformed from a disabling to an inclusive education society (Office for Disability Issues,
2001, 2016). New Zealand’s binding obligation to national and international legislation to
provide inclusive education is supported by Te Whariki, the early childhood education

curriculum (MoE, 1996, 2017). The Te Whariki view of inclusive ECE encompasses
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inclusion for all children regardless of “gender and ethnicity, diversity of ability and learning
needs, family structure and values, socio-economic status and religion” (MoE, 2017, p. 13).
The authors of the curriculum expect teachers to plan an inclusive curriculum that considers
the strengths, abilities, interests and needs of each child and removes barriers to children’s
participation and learning (MoE, 2017). Broadly, the context of ECE services for autistic and
other disabled children in New Zealand is informed by Te Whariki and the Ministry of

Education’s early intervention services.

Early Intervention and Critical Perspectives

In the current context, early intervention services are derived from various theoretical
perspectives. The theoretical perspectives of developmental and behavioural psychology have
a major influence on most early interventions through functional assessment and intervention
services like incidental teaching, positive behaviour support, individualisation assessment and
learning plans (Odom & Volery, 2003). Moreover, Odom and Volery (2003) argue that the
ecological approach, Bronfenbrenner’s model, has an influence on early intervention
practices, which serve as the foundation for eco-behavioural assessment, where children’s
needs are assessed considering the influence of the classroom and home context and the
broader cultural and political values. In her theoretical paper, Liberty (2014) notes that the
philosophy of early intervention in New Zealand is based on a bicultural model, which
involves the Western model of early intervention combined with Maori cultural
understandings of well-being (Liberty, 2014; MoE, 2011). The Western model involves
philosophical understandings of developmental psychology, and special education (Liberty,
2014). The influence of such philosophies can be seen in some aspects of early intervention
like assessment and identification of disability and a focus on remediating the effects of
disability (Liberty, 2014). Underlining these philosophies, early intervention in New Zealand
is defined as “a set of services and supports delivered as early as possible to ameliorate or
prevent long-term problems” (Liberty, 2014, p. 115). Maori understandings of wellbeing
focus on strengthening family relationships, involving the family in the process of early
intervention, recognising their cultural values, and concentrating on improving the child’s

wellbeing (Liberty, 2014).

Early intervention services in New Zealand are provided by the Ministry of Education and

through non-for-profit organisations contracted by the Ministry. The success of early
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intervention services is based on the child’s assessment and subsequent referrals. The child’s
assessment can be conducted through universal screening, like the B4 school check (a free
health and development check) that is conducted when the child is four years of age by health
care providers (Aspden et al., 2022; Liberty, 2014). The referral for early intervention
services is made by teachers, parents and or health care providers. However, the referral to
early intervention services cannot proceed without the parents’ approval (Liberty, 2014).
Aspden et al. (2022) argue that in New Zealand, ECE teachers are the first professionals who
engage with young children and observe and support their learning and development. This
provides teachers with the opportunity to identify developmental delays in children and make
necessary referrals for early intervention services. Therefore, teachers as professionals, who
have an understanding of a child’s development, are in an ideal position to assess children’s

additional needs (Aspden et al., 2022).

However, critical scholarship in ECE argues that developmental and psychological
approaches to assessing children’s needs and focusing on intervention for meeting normal
developmental outcomes can also reinforce deficit views of disability and be detrimental to
inclusive practices (Cologon, 2014; Dalikilic & Vadeboncoeur, 2016; Underwood and
Parekh, 2020; Underwood et al., 2012). Dalikilic and VVadeboncoeur (2016) examined the
perspectives of six ECE teachers on inclusive education in Canada. They found that teachers'
perspectives reflect the conventional view of inclusion where the discourse of ‘normal’ child
development intersects with the discourse of disability. They discussed two ways in which a
discourse of the ‘normal’ developing child reinforces the notion of inclusion among ECE
teachers. The first is emphasising the diagnosis and label of disability. The second is
decontextualising the child’s disability from the social context to something that lies within
the individual child, and expecting to normalise children’s differences with interventions.
Similarly, in understanding ableism and disablism in the early years, Cologon (2014) noted
that one of the fundamental barriers to inclusive education is the myth of the ‘normal’ child
and its emphasis on normalising disabled student differences, so they are ‘same enough’ to fit
with the existing education system. Cologon (2014) argued that such ableist beliefs about
inclusion persist when inclusion is synonymous with assimilation. The emphasis is not on the
education setting and teaching practices but on planning interventions to normalise student

differences to implement inclusion.
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Recently, Underwood and Parekh (2020) pointed out the tension between theoretical
approaches underpinning inclusion and early intervention discourses. The discourse of
inclusion sees children as active citizens who have rights to care, education and engagement
in community relationships. However, the discourse of early intervention marks the need for
early identification and intervention in cases of disability so children can achieve normal
development outcomes. Underwood and Parekh (2020) suggest that these discourses are
critical for understanding the concepts of inclusion and social justice, and how they shape
inclusive educators’ understandings of childhood and differences and practices toward
disabled children. In line with this, Underwood et al. (2012) argued that the real challenge in
implementing inclusive education is deconstructing the “artifice” created between inclusion
and early intervention discourses that derive from different perspectives, i.e., sociological
approaches and medical approaches to understanding disability and inclusion. The authors
suggest a reason for the tension between inclusion and early intervention discourses is that
most early interventions are grounded around medical model practices and deficit-based
views of the disabled learner. That the mix of different perspectives from discourses of
inclusion and early intervention has resulted in vagueness about the concept of inclusive ECE
in most parts of the world (Underwood et al., 2012). As an alternative, Underwood et al.
(2012) pointed out the need for a critical view of inclusion derived from the implementation

of Universal Design for Early Childhood Education (UDECE).

UDECE adopted the framework of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) in the field of ECE.
Conn-Powers et al. (2006) in their theoretical article first applied the principles of UDL to
ECE with the goal of “designing early education settings so all children, as equal and valued
members of the program, may access and engage in all learning opportunities, learn from a
common curriculum according to their individual strengths and abilities, and demonstrate
their learning in multiple ways” (p. 4). Extending Conn-Powers et al. (2006) work Darrgah
(2007) argues that UDECE underpins the theoretical framework of Urie Bronfenbrenner’s
Ecological Systems Theory (1979). Underpinned by ecological theory, UDECE focuses on
the ‘inclusion of all children’ by recognising the diverse needs, strengths, weaknesses and
abilities of each ECE professional, family and child, and the influence of the society and
culture that manifests from economic, political and educational expectations (Darrgah, 2007).
Considering the contemporary approaches to inclusion in K-12, Fovet (2022) notes
ecological theories help us understand the lack of fit between the individual child and the

learning environment that is not fully inclusive, and how the lack of fit can impact a child’s
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engagement, attendance and sense of belonging (Fovet, 2022). In this way, ecological
theories are important in developing approaches of inclusion that shift the attention away
from the individual deficits or perceived deficits of the child to the design of the learning
environment and teaching pedagogies (Fovet, 2022). The Ecological Systems Theory of Uri
Bronfenbrenner is also a core theoretical perspective underlying Te Whariki and the
curriculum view of “inclusion for all” (MoE, 2017). Accordingly, UDECE seems to fit well
with the strengths-based approach of teaching and learning underlying Te Whariki, the New
Zealand ECE curriculum (MoE, 2017) and with concepts of inclusion that have a systemic

focus.

UDECE also draws from the UDL principle of universal access, where the focus is on
supporting equity for all children and families through the design of ECE programs that meet
all children’s needs (Darrgah, 2007). Supporting the principle of universal access, UDECE
requires examination of “every aspect of early childhood practice, including curriculum,
physical space, social interactions, staffing etc. with the view each should be designed from
the outset with the stakeholders in mind” (Underwood et al., 2012, p. 295). The UDL
principle of universal access applies the “concepts of accessibility and inclusion beyond
physical environments, to design teaching and learning opportunities in ways that are varied,
accessible and engaging for a// students, including those with differing needs and/or
disabilities” (Dalton et al. 2019, p. 519). In this way, UDL draws on the social model of
disability that sees disability as a construct and focuses on the design of environments,
products and experiences, rather than the inherent characteristics of the individual (Bunbury,
2019). UDL also underpinned the rights-based perspectives of disability. Article 2 of
UNCRPD refers to the importance of universal design to support accessibility for disabled
people and reduce the need for specialized accommodations. Article 2 of UNCRPD states
that “Universal design means the design of products, environments, programmes and services
to be usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without the need for adaptation or
specialized design” (United Nations, 2006). However, “universal design shall not exclude
assistive devices for particular groups of persons with disabilities where this needed” (United
Nations, 2006). UDL also supports the use of assistive technologies for children who need
them to express themselves freely (see the instructional principle of multiple means of

expression).
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At the core of UDL, there are three instructional principles that ensure access to high-quality
ECE and a flexible approach to learning design is supported. The three instructional
principles of UDL are: (a) provide multiple means of engagement, (b) provide multiple
means of representation, and (c) provide multiple means of action and expression (National
Center on Universal Design for Learning, 2014). The key concept of neuro-variability
underpins these three instructional principles. The concept of neuro-variability “reminds us
that learners do not have an isolated learning “style”, but instead rely on many parts of the
brain working together to function within a given context” (CAST, 2018, p.1).
Acknowledging variability among children when designing the learning environment leads
teachers to recognise and respect the strengths and diversity of children. Furthermore,
considering variability among children challenges teachers to understand how the individual
child’s background, knowledge and experiences may impact their learning. Underpinning the
neuro-variability concept, UDL instructional principles also empower children to maximise
their strengths, focus on their challenges and drive the learning processes (CAST, 2018). The
following discusses the three principles of UDL and how they relate to Te Whariki.

The first principle of multiple means of engagement encourages teachers to look for different
ways to engage and motivate children in learning to support their development of autonomy,
empowerment and accomplishment (CAST, 2021). The principle of engagement encourages
teachers to provide different levels of challenges, repetition and scaffolding to maintain the
motivation needed for optimal learning (CAST, 2021). There are various factors that can
impact the way children engage with learning including diversity of culture, subjectivity,
background knowledge, language, abilities and disabilities (CAST, 2021). For example,
engagement with children of different cultures requires teachers to look at how children's
cultural beliefs impact the ways children interact and engage with their environment. The
ECE environment that reflects the cultural beliefs and traditions familiar to each child builds
children’s sense of belonging and positive cultural identity (Brillante & Nemeth, 2017). The
principle of multiple means of engagement aligns with the Te Whariki view of an inclusive
curriculum for all learners. The curriculum states that children’s strong sense of belonging is
supported when their interests, cultures, languages, age, gender and abilities are valued and

respected.

UDL also encourages teachers to understand how children's abilities and disabilities impact

their engagement with their peers, learning materials and classroom environment. For
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disabled children, teachers should reflect on what changes to the learning spaces, materials
and instructions can be made to enable the child to attend and engage in learning and social
activities. There are different ways ECE teachers can motivate children and their interest in
activities using this principle. For example, allowing children to participate in the design of
classroom activities, involving children in setting their learning goals, and providing a safe
space for children by identifying and reducing potential threats, barriers and distractions in
their ECE settings. Following the principle of multiple means of engagement, teachers would
provide children with flexible resources and play materials that children require to complete

tasks and optimise challenges (CAST, 2021).

The second principle of multiple means of representation argues that learners differ in the
ways they perceive and comprehend information that is presented to them (CAST, 2021).
This principle means the ECE programme should plan its teaching materials, and play spaces
in a flexible way to engage and connect the child to the information presented

(Darragh, 2007). For example, children with sensory, physical and language disabilities may
require different methods of comprehending the learning content (Darragh, 2007). Teachers
should display information to children using varied perceptual features such as visual,
auditory and tactile formats. For example, providing non-visual alternatives like providing
spoken descriptions for written content, and other modes that children with visual

impairments can access (CAST, 2021).

The principle of multiple means of representation also implies that differences in children’s
ways of processing information can be informed by their prior knowledge and experiences. It
ensures that the learning opportunities and teaching instructions should reflect a variety of
formats and levels of complexity addressing the variety of needs and abilities of children
(CAST, 2021). Te Whariki also expects teachers to adapt their teaching and learning
environment considering individual child interests, needs and strengths that enable the
individual child to experience meaningful and inclusive learning with and alongside their
peers (MoE, 2017). Through building a meaningful and reciprocal relationship with parents
and families of children, teachers can have insights into children's interests, prior knowledge
and experiences (MoE, 2017), which are important to present the information in multiple
ways. In essence, the UDL principle of multiple means of representation can strengthen the

inclusive practice in relation to Te Whariki by providing teachers with practical examples,
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strategies, materials and equipment required to present information to learners in multiple

modes.

The third principle of multiple means of action and expression refers to different ways and
formats in which children can express themselves and navigate their learning environment
(CAST, 2021). For example, children who have communication disabilities may be able to
express themselves well in written text. The principle of expression consists of two key
aspects- providing children with multiple ways to express themselves including gestures,
verbal language, dance, songs so on and understanding different ways children respond
(CAST, 2021). Te Whariki also highlights the importance of providing opportunities for
children to express their ideas and experiences using a range of materials and modes. The
communication strand of Te Whariki states that opportunities should be provided to children
to communicate and represent their experiences through “languages of signs, mathematics,
visual imagery, art, dance, drama, rhythm, music and movement” (MoE, 2017, p. 41). To
facilitate multimodal pedagogy, teachers need to observe and understand children preferred

semiotic modes so that teachers can support and expand them (Simonsen et al., 2009).

The second aspect of the principle of multiple means of actions and expression requires
teachers to acknowledge and respect the complex ways in which disabled children express
themselves. For example, children may differ in the rate, timing, speed and range of motor
actions required to interact with learning materials and the physical environment. Children
with non-verbal communication using assistive technologies may require some more time to
express themselves. Teachers should think about what kind of scaffolding and learning
support such as assistive technologies children need to express themselves (CAST, 2021).
For example, Te Whariki encourages ECE settings to use New Zealand sign language for
children who are deaf or hard of hearing (MoE, 2017). In this way, UDL recognises and
respects the diversity of all learners by providing instructional strategies for designing
teaching pedagogies that consider the needs of all children, thereby eliminating the necessity

for specialized interventions.
In essence, this section discusses how UDECE and UDL frameworks are aligned with 7e

Whariki as the curriculum supports the strengths-based teaching pedagogies and rights-based

approaches that are framed around the concept of universal access for all children.
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The following section provides insights into the literature on autism and ECE that critiques
the discourses of the ‘normal’ child and special education and suggests the implications of

disability studies for the inclusion of autistic children.

Inclusion and ECE for Autistic Children

This study which focusses on exploring whether and how ableism impacts the inclusion of
autistic children is informed by my professional experiences as a special education teacher.
Reflecting on my professional experiences as a special educator in India, | can now realise
how the discourse of developmental psychology may shape ECE teachers' understanding of
autistic children. In my conversations with teachers, I often came across teachers’ concerns
regarding children’s delays in motor and language development, listening to instructions and
short attention span, which teachers associated with stereotypical symptoms of autism.
Moreover, teachers believed that it is the responsibility of a special education teacher to work
one to one with these children to ensure they are catching up with the curriculum.

These concerns usually came up with early year teachers where the curriculum was designed
to focus on supporting children’s development and building literacy skills. As discussed
earlier in this review, the individualistic focus of developmental psychology discourse can
provide a deficit view of autistic children as not ‘normal’ and, therefore, may reinforce ableist
assumptions in ECE. New Zealand scholars note that deficit theorising of ASD can limit the
teachers’ ability to frame autistic children as capable learners and provide equal learning
opportunities (Bevan-Brown, 2010; Goodall, 2014). Douglas et al. (2019) also argue that
when the medical understanding of autism has influenced educators, they are expected to
conform to the deficit demand of remediating children’s differences. Hence, teachers view
education as a means to produce normal, productive “autism-free bodies” (p. 618). Drawing
from Disability Studies in Education perspectives, Douglas et al., (2019) critique the special
education approaches that frame autistic children as ‘not normal’ through pathologizing
language and practices of diagnosis and interventions. They suggest an alternative
understanding of autism as relational which signifies the role of interaction between autistic
children and various objects, spaces, contexts and time in their education setting in

facilitating inclusion.
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In New Zealand, ASD guidelines provide information on early identification of and
intervention for autism. The guidelines recommend that the “earlier the diagnosis of ASD is
made, the greater the impact the early intervention has, resulting in fewer challenging
behaviours and better outcomes for families and whanau” (Ministries of Health and
Education, 2016, p. 12). The diagnosis of ASD in New Zealand involves a multidisciplinary
team of education and healthcare professionals. Therefore, the ASD guidelines recommend
that “all health care and education professionals need to be responsive to alerting signals of
possible ASD and be receptive to parental concerns about their children” (Ministries of
Health & Education, 2016, p. 14). At the national level, the Before School check plays an
important role in the early identification of ASD. However, drawing from critical autism
studies, the work of Runswick-Cole et al. (2016) provides a critical account of the diagnostic
framing of autism and its related early intervention services. They argue that the medical
framing of autism suggests that children with autism will be better off with intervention and
emphasises the importance of early intervention in normalising an autistic child to conform to

the notion of enforced ‘normalcy’ (Runswick-Cole et al., 2016).

However, Goodall (2019) recognises that while diagnosis can benefit autistic children and
their families, it can also result in discriminatory practices. She argues that in the current
policy environment that promotes an inclusive education system, diagnosis is the pathway to
access services and support for autistic children. Parents are required to battle for their child’s
diagnosis to access support services to deal with the challenges of mainstream education. For
Goodall (2019), “labels are umbrella terms that denote common characteristics, challenges or
differences amongst children but which can undermine the strengths a person may have by
being over-simplistic or by using terminology tendentiously” (p. 21). Moreover, she agrees
with Runswick-Cole et al. (2016) that diagnostic labels can have real implications for the
inclusion of autistic children as they are not value-free. Goodall (2019) argues that diagnostic
labels can lead to ableist assumptions and discriminatory behaviours toward autistic children.
Teachers’ attitudes and assumptions about diagnostic labels can negatively affect how
inclusion is understood and practised for autistic children. Therefore, Goodall (2019)
suggests that shifting from the medical conceptualisation of autism toward a social model of
disability would enable recognition of educational and attitudinal barriers to including autistic

children. Moreover, in realising full inclusion, by recognising the experiences of autistic
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children, teachers will gain a greater understanding of the impacts their impairment can have

on their learning needs.

Echoing Goodall (2019), other disability researchers have discussed the implications of
disability studies’ perspectives for achieving the inclusion of autistic children (Douglas et al,
2019; Mackenzie et al., 2016; Majoko, 2017; McAnelly & Gaffney, 2020). Research by
Mackenzie et al. (2016) provided examples of inclusive practices for autistic children in ECE
from the perspectives of the social-relational model of disability. Their qualitative study used
interviews, observations and document analysis to explore the attitudes of four ECE teachers
toward the facilitation of inclusion for autistic children in one ECE setting in Australia. Using
the social-relational model (discussed in Chapter Two: Theoretical Perspectives) as an
analytical lens, this study's findings demonstrated that the full inclusion of autistic children in
ECE was realised when teachers understood barriers to autistic children’s ‘doing’ and ‘being’
(Mackenzie et al., 2016). The barriers to doing were brought forth by teachers when they
altered their teaching and learning environment according to the needs, interests and abilities
of autistic children. The barriers to being were realised when teachers reflected on their
attitudes and misconceptions about autistic children and how their attitudes can impact the
self-esteem of autistic children. Mackenzie et al.’s (2016) research suggested that barriers of
being and doing can be recognised and dismantled when inclusion is not seen as a burden or

extra responsibility but as an ordinary element of the ECE programme.

Similarly, in New Zealand, McAnelly and Gaffney (2020) point out the importance of a
relational understanding of disability, drawing on the theory of new-materialism. McAnelly
and Gaffney’s (2020) work is based on McAnelly’s PhD project that used new materialism as
a theoretical perspective and sensory ethnographic case studies of two autistic children in
different ECE settings. New materialism is an interdisciplinary contemporary perspective in
the arts, humanities and social sciences that provides a philosophical and empirical approach
to inquiry (Fox & Alldred, 2022). New materialism sees the world produced through a range
of social, cultural, political, economic, human and non-human things (technology, time, a
tool and a building) (Braidotti, 2013). Reddington and Price (2018) note that new materialism
focuses on a relational understanding of disability that observes the ‘intraaction’ between a
child with impairment and their educational, social, political and cultural contexts. In this

regard, new materialism-informed pedagogy critiques the special education discourse of
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remediating disability and produces alternative ways of understanding disability as a
relational material-discursive, becoming, and processual concept in education settings
(Reddington & Price, 2018). McAnelly and Gaffney’s (2020) work suggests the importance
of new materialism and sensory ethnography methods in building the idea of “intra-active
pedagogy” in early childhood education (Lenz Taguchi, 2010). They note that engaging in
intra-active pedagogy can help shift teachers’ thinking from seeing problems within autistic
children to understanding how the environment, objects, and practices in ECE settings
produce the active participation and learning of autistic children. In this regard, intra-activity
pedagogy can be relevant in understanding the practices of ‘disablism’; that is how barriers to
inclusive education emerge through interaction and mismatch between the learning needs of
autistic children and the learning environment, teaching pedagogies, objects and physical

context of ECE settings.

From a disability studies lens, Majoko ‘s (2017) study provides further examples of practices
to include autistic children. Majoko’s (2017) qualitative study used interviews, observations
and document analysis as methods to explore practices that support the inclusion of autistic
children in an ECE setting in Zimbabwe. The study found that teachers facilitated the
inclusion of autistic children through making modifications in teaching pedagogies and the
education setting. The modifications in pedagogy that teachers made focused on the strengths
of children, positive reinforcement, the use of different modes of instruction like visual
schedules for children with and without autism, and different modes of communication where
teachers supported communication of autistic learners through using gestures and sign
language with speech. Teachers also made adaptations in their ECE environment, like
reducing noise level strategies and modifying seating arrangements. Moreover, teachers
facilitated the interactions between autistic children and their non-autistic peers through peer
modelling and disability awareness sessions. Majoko’s (2017) study provides valuable
examples of inclusive pedagogy approaches underpinned by disability studies perspectives,

that demand a change in the teaching and learning context to enable inclusive education.

To sum up, the literature in this section suggests an inclusive pedagogy approach informed by
disability studies perspectives can challenge the view of the ‘normal’ developing child as
they support change in teaching and learning processes rather than the child. A collective

change in the teaching processes can provide equitable opportunities for autistic children to
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participate, have control of their learning and the varied experiences of their impairment to be
recognised and valued. The following section discusses the literature that explored the lived
experiences of families of disabled children in ECE and school settings, including
understanding their perspectives of disability, inclusion and recognising barriers that families

encounter

Understanding Family Experiences of Inclusive Education

Framed within disability studies and narrative research methodology, Lalvani (2015a)
explored the perspectives of parents and teachers in the United States of America about the
meaning of disability and raising a disabled child. Lalvani (2015a) found that teachers’
perspectives about family include narratives of otherness, grief, distress, and courage of
parents who deserve admiration for raising disabled children. She noted that teachers who
situated parents’ experiences within the institutional discourse of denial and grief reinforced
ableist ideology, which casts subjective experiences of parents about their child’s disability as
deviant from the ‘normal’ child. Thus, the role of social, cultural and structural barriers in
informing parents' experiences is left unexamined. Many parents in Lalvani’s (2015a) study
viewed disability labels as problematic, as these reinforced ‘otherness’ and lowered
expectations of their children in the education settings. Consistent with this analysis, parents
in Cologon’s (2014) study also resisted the disabling discourses about their children and
families. Cologon’s (2014) longitudinal study explored inclusive education experiences of
families having children with various disabilities, including ASD, in Australia, Iceland, the
UK and the USA. One of the dominant themes from Cologon’s (2014) study was that ableist
views were a barrier to inclusion for families in ECE. Cologon (2014) noted that the ableist
views were evident as parents in her study reported the negative and exclusionary attitudes of
teachers and others toward their child’s disability. Parents also reported a lack of knowledge
among ECE professionals in order to make necessary adaptations to the curriculum and the

education setting.

In New Zealand, research by Lyons (2021) also provided accounts of how parents resisted the
dominant discourse of disability that provided a pathological view of their child. Instead,
parents situated their experiences within a sociocultural context, recognising social,
attitudinal and structural barriers in society. Most of the parents in Lyons’ (2021) study

believed that one of the barriers to the inclusion of their children was community attitudes
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and less exposure to disabled people. Therefore, Lyons (2021) argued that people draw from
pathological views to describe disability. Lyons noted that parents are aware of the structural
challenges for ECE professionals, and parents were willing, although nervous, to advocate for
their children’s inclusion. This finding was echoed in Macartney’s (2011) study. Being a
researcher and a participant, Macartney discussed how she and Fran (another mother
participant) “stayed in the closet” to hide their children’s differences from others for fear of
being judged and the related consequences of these judgements for their children. In
concluding her study, Macartney (2011) described her family’s experience of “coming out of
the closet” to advocate for their child’s inclusion. As a parent advocate and an ECE teacher,
she resisted normalising discourses and special education practices that classified and

identified her child as ‘other’ in relation to her child’s rights and participation in ECE.

However, in her analytical essay, Lalvani (2014) noted that teachers and other professionals
might interpret parents’ resistance to their children’s disability label and special education
services as ‘denial’ of their children’s differences. Drawing from disability studies, Lalvani
(2014) argued that parents’ disagreement with professionals and teachers about diagnosis and
referral to special education services might not be a denial of their child’s differences.
Instead, the dispute may be over the labelling of disability and its associated stigma,
otherness and lower expectations in education settings. A similar point was made by Thomas
(2020), who explored 22 parents' experiences (education and healthcare) of children with
Down'’s syndrome through the lens of “neoliberal ableism”. Thomas (2020) argued that
parents in his study rejected the view of disability as a stigma and did not locate challenges
experienced within their children’s bodies and minds but within structural barriers that did
not recognise their children's differences. Thomas (2020) described parents’ experiences as
an outcome of the “neoliberal ableism” era, which values productive, self-sufficient
individuals and devalues disabled children and their families. Thomas (2020) contended that
situating families' experiences within social, political and structural perspectives will help
teachers understand how stigmatising experiences of families are informed by the current

neoliberal system that values ‘normalcy’.

Thus, critical reflection on this literature suggests how understanding family experiences
through the socially constructed notion of disability can provide reasonable grounds for
parents and others to advocate for systemic change in favour of inclusion. My literature

review found only a small number of research studies that have used ‘ableism’ as a
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conceptual framework to examine the ECE experiences of families with autistic children.
Thus, the current study aims to contribute to the existing literature by exploring whether and

how the ableism impacts parents’ experiences of inclusive ECE for their autistic children.

The following section discusses the literature that has used ableism as a concept to analyse

inclusive education practices.

Ableism in ECE

This study explores how ableism operates in ECE policies and practices in New Zealand.
Drawing from Disability Studies in Education (DSE) perspectives, | am studying the impact
that ableism has on the inclusion of autistic children, and how inclusion might be enhanced
by reflection on ableist assumptions. Ableism is a lens through which deficit perspectives of
disability and about disabled children in ECE can be explored. DSE as a theoretical
framework is useful to understand and question the categories of ableism and normalcy and
the related special education practices of categorising and remediating disability (Ferri &
Bacon, 2011; Lalvani & Bacon, 2018). Drawing from the DSE view of inclusion, this study
provides insights for teachers to question the construct of ableism to bring positive changes in

their thinking and practices that support inclusion.

In England, Hodge and Runswick-Cole (2013) use ableism as a lens to explore the leisure
experiences of eleven disabled children (aged 4-16) and 23 parents/careers of disabled
children. This study shows how ableism marginalises disabled children and their families in
play spaces. The researchers found that practices of ableism in leisure opportunities are
observed when children who do not conform to the ‘ableist norm’ are subjected to diagnostic
labelling, categorised into different groups based on the type and severity of their
impairment, and then forced to attend segregated leisure opportunities. Hodge and
RunswickCole’s (2013) study highlights that, despite the exclusionary effect of ableism on
leisure and play activities of disabled children, the notion of ableism remains implicit;
therefore, they conclude that it is possible to challenge these ableist assumptions by naming

them and making them visible.

Love and Beneke’s (2021) theoretical paper adopted a Disability Critical Race Theory

(DisCrit) lens to discuss literature showing the intersection of racism and ableism in ECE
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research and practice. These authors suggest how a DisCrit lens provides a new possibility
for justice-driven inclusive education research. Love and Beneke (2021) argue that the
construction of children in ECE is based on the racist and ableist notion of “ability’ and its
related notion of ‘normalcy; which dictates how children should develop, behave and learn.
To reflect upon such practices, Love and Beneke (2021) gave an example of narrowly
defined behaviours and roles ... “such as requiring children to sit quietly as a part of a large
group and only speaking after raising their hand and being called on, despite their need and
ability to participate in different ways and cultural differences in verbal turn-taking,
movement, and expression” (p. 32). They argue that such practices designed to support
children’s participation through dominant behaviour expectations may reinforce ableist and
racist practices. The authors argue that practices like these are intended to assimilate all
children without considering children’s different ways of being, learning and contributing in
the ECE classroom. Echoing Hodge and Runswick-Cole (2013), Love and Beneke (2021)
suggest that research that aims to counter exclusion and promote inclusive practices must
contribute to understanding and dismantling the notion of ableism that upholds deficit

practices in ECE.

Neoliberal Ableism

Disability scholars have used the concept of neoliberal-ableism as a lens to study inclusive
education in the neoliberal context (Campbell, 2019; Goodley, 2014, 2017; Runswick-Cole,
2011). In her theoretical paper, Campbell (2019) pointed out the connection of ableism with
the neoliberalism agenda. She argues that ableism relies on the preferences of ‘ability’ and a
‘homogenous’ world, which are usually unacknowledged or invisible to able-bodied and
abled minded people, but it is central to asserting the political rights of citizenship, the idea of
productivity, including contributing to the nation's economic success. Drawing from
Campbell’s perspectives of ableism, Goodley (2014) presented the theoretical idea of
‘neoliberal ableism’. Goodley (2014) pointed out that in educational institutions, ableism
ideals feed neoliberalism which values ability, flexibility, productivity, achievement, and
success, creating a space fit for normative citizens who are economically active. This idea
enforces homogeneity and sameness and rejects those who do not conform to these ableist

ideals in education.
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Neoliberalism is defined as a political and societal shift in the relationship between public
good, market and individualism (Brown, 2015). According to Roberts (2007), neoliberalism
ideology is based on a view of “human beings as rational, self-interested, choosers and
consumers” who can take care of their economic matters (p. 350). Neoliberalism promotes
the decentralisation of education and sets up common assessments, standards, outcomes, and
accountability of schools and teachers to increase children’s competencies (Brown, 2015;
Goodley, 2017). Increasing children’s competencies in education is closely related to the
process of surveillance, testing and assessment, which are usually prescribed by a powerful
group of people (Goodley, 2017; Romstein, 2015). Therefore, a key concern with neoliberal
ideology is its focus on market values such as competition and competencies in education and
its related government policies that value autonomous and productive individuals and
simultaneously marginalise disabled people. The ideology of neoliberalism in ECE has
connections with the discourse of developmental psychology. As discussed earlier in the
review, Burman (2017) notes that the discourse of developmental psychology in social
development and ECE policies serves the neoliberal agenda as it fantasises about the notion
of productive, autonomous and competent individuals. Simultaneously, children who do not
meet developmental norms experience disabling and other oppressive practices. In this

regard, neoliberalism provides the context for ableist assumptions.

In this study, the concept of neoliberal-ableism was useful to explore and critique the
neoliberalism ideologies in policies and practices that see childhood as preparation for
children to become productive, autonomous, and economically independent adults. These
ideologies narrow the purpose of education and devalue the differences and experiences that
autistic children and other disabled children bring to ECE settings. Therefore, to understand
how ableism impacts the inclusion of autistic children, it is essential to understand how the
current neoliberal context works in ECE policies and practices to shape understandings of
able-bodied individuals and how it might pose a risk to the inclusion of autistic and disabled

children.

Goodley (2017) analysed how the neoliberal education system creates problems in the
inclusive education agenda and suggests how critical pedagogy can provide ways to
challenge the neoliberal ableist education system. Goodley (2017) argued that neoliberalism

in education holds the idea of developmental norms associated with achievement,

79



competency and citizenship. Children who conform to the ‘developmental norm’ are
represented as ‘neoliberal ideals’ that promote personhood as an autonomous quality and
ability expected from global citizens (Goodley, 2014). Therefore, a learner can only remain in
the neoliberal education system when they meet the developmental norms or the standard of
‘normalcy’ (Goodley, 2017). In this way, the idea of neoliberal ableism makes it easier to
identify those children who fail to meet the neoliberal ideals. Likewise, Runswick-Cole’s
(2011) theoretical paper draws from critical disability studies and uses ableism as a concept
to critique the neoliberal education system and how it poses barriers to inclusive education.
She argued that under the marketisation of the education system, children who do not meet
ableism ideals are at risk of exclusion and being perceived as a threat to the nation’s
economic success. As a result, children who do not fit into the mainstream education system
are subjected to ‘surveillance’ and ‘normalisation’, shaping children to fit into the existing

education system and be productive citizens (Runswick-Cole, 2011).

In New Zealand, Lyons’ (2021) doctoral research examined how neoliberalism affects the
inclusion of disabled children and their families. She notes that despite rights-based
legislation and policies on inclusion (UNCROC; UNCRPD (United Nations General
Assembly, 1989, 2006), teachers and managers in her study drew from the deficit discourse
of disability, which views disabled children as “problematic” and “costly”. Lyons (2021)
argued that the contradiction between policy and practices results from the increasing
privatisation of the ECE sector in New Zealand. With the privatisation focus on increasing
profit, limiting costs, and providing quality services within an accountability framework,
disabled children are seen as a burden on resources and time. Lyons (2021) named this gap
between inclusion policy and practice as ‘enlightened ableism’. She writes, the “rhetoric of
enlightened ableism presents a rational, modern, well-informed and humanitarian world view
of inclusion yet allows the continuation of practices that position disabled children as other”
(p. 116).

In their theoretical article, Arndt et al (2015) also provides an example of how a neoliberal
agenda is served through the special education discourse in the government’s inclusive
education programme. The authors draw from the philosophies of Julia Kristeva and Michel
Foucault to question the normalisation practices in New Zealand’s government professional

development programme,-Incredible Years for Teachers (I'YT), for children aged 3-8 years,
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designed for teachers to support children with behavioural disabilities. This programme
adopted the Incredible Years programme series developed by Webster Stratton in America
(Arndt et al., 2015). The authors noted that I'YT is based on government policy of early
identification and intervention and reinforces ECE teachers' subject position as behaviour
managers who identify children with challenging behaviour and use normalising practices to
turn their disruptive behaviours into positive ones. They argued that the I'YT serves a
‘neoliberal agenda’ where children with behaviour difficulties are ‘normalised’ to become
self-sufficient citizens who are not a burden on the country’s economy. Arndt et al. (2015)
suggested that teachers critically question the idea of the ‘normal’ child underlying the I'YT
programme and how it locates a problem in an individual child’s behaviour without
considering other critical factors within the ECE environment and teaching practices, and

beyond.

To conclude, my critical review of literature reflects key ECE research in New Zealand and
internationally that has explored how ableism and its related exclusionary practices
underpinning the discourses of special education, developmentalism, and neoliberalism can
negatively impact the intention and spirit of inclusive education for disabled children and
their families (Ferri & Bacon, 2011; Goodley et al., 2015; Goodley & Runswick-Cole, 2010;
Hodge & Runswick-Cole, 2013; Love & Beneke, 2021; Lyons, 2021). This literature has
been influential in identifying discriminatory practices that can be understood as indicators of
how ‘ableism’ operates within ECE settings. However, more research is needed to understand
how and why ableism as a bias disrupts the inclusion of autistic children and remains
unacknowledged in ECE policies and teachers’ practices. I hope my research will add to the
growing body of inclusive ECE research in New Zealand, providing insights for teachers to
address how ableism disrupts the processes and practices of inclusive education for autistic
children and their families. It is also hoped that these insights can lead to a review of thinking

about inclusion for autistic children in ECE and corresponding changes in practices.

Chapter Summary

This chapter reviewed literature that critiques developmental psychology and its scientific
knowledge about how children should behave, learn, and develop in ECE contexts. | argued

that the construction of the ‘normal’ child within developmental psychology discourses
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provides an individualistic approach to understanding children’s development and does not
consider physical and cognitive differences in children, or the child’s social and cultural
contexts. Furthermore, | explored literature that provided a critique of special education
discourses that reinforce the idea of the ‘normal’ child by expecting disabled children to work
toward reaching certain developmental and behavioural milestones. These discourses are
problematic as they may inform the process and practices of ableism and become barriers to
including autistic and other disabled children. | also considered literature that explored
families’ experiences of inclusive education for their disabled children. The literature
unpacked how understanding families' experiences through the socially constructed notions
of disability, normalcy and ableism can be helpful to understand how society stigmatises the

experiences of disabled children and their families.

I also discussed the literature in childhood and disability studies that critiques the notion of a
‘normal’ child and supports the sociocultural constructed view of childhood, disability, and
autism. Finally, the chapter discusses the literature that has used ableism as a lens to explore
ECE practices and suggests how my research inquiry could provide insights to ECE teachers
about how ableism might disrupt their aspirations and practices of inclusion and assist them
to review their own thinking and practices. The next chapter presents the methodology

utilised for this research.
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Chapter Four: Methodology and Methods of Data Collection

Chapter Overview

This chapter explicates the research design for this study. The chapter is divided into two
sections. The first section discusses the choice of a qualitative case study as a methodology.
A qualitative case study approach is based on a social constructionist paradigm and aims to
examine the context, interactions, and practices within a bounded case (Yin, 1994).
Additionally, the analytical tools for my study, thematic and Critical Discourse Analysis are
discussed. Thematic analysis, guided by social constructionism, is broadly used to identify
and explore themes that emerge from the case study related to disability, inclusion and
ableism. Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is utilised to examine the language used in the
policy texts and themes that emerge from the case study. CDA facilitates evaluation of what
the language conveys about the dominant discourses related to disability and ableism when

interpreted through the lens of particular theoretical perspectives.

The second section outlines the two data sets (policy documents and a case study of an ECE
setting) which are used in this research study. The first data set consists of pertinent policy
documents, and this chapter describes these documents, the rationale for their selection and
the analysis process. The second data set includes interview and observational data and
pedagogical documentation from the case study of an ECE setting. This chapter explains the
process of recruiting ‘the case’, ethical procedures, data collection methods, and analysis
processes for the case study. Finally, I discuss how I ensured self-reflexivity and
trustworthiness during the data collection and analysis process. An overview of the research
design and methodology is provided in Table 1.
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Research Focus

Theoretical
Perspectives

Methodology and
Method of
Analysis

Data Sets and
Methods of Data
Collection

Time Frame for
Data Collection

Data Analysis

Table 1: Research Design

Whether and how ableism influences the educational policies and the everyday
practices of teachers participating in an ECE setting in New Zealand.

Paradigm: Social constructionism
Theoretical framework: Disability Studies in Education
Main conceptual tool: Ableism

Qualitative case study methodology
Thematic analysis and Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA)

The first set of data: Policy documents- Te Whariki (MoE, 2017); Success for All
(MoE, 2014).

The second set of data: A case study of ‘Shemrock’- the ECE setting

Case study participants: N= 10 (two autistic children and one parent, and a
curriculum leader, three qualified permanent teachers, two qualified relieving
teachers, an Education Support Worker).

Methods of case study data collection:
= Introductory meeting for teachers that involved a workshop on disability
awareness.

= A semi-structured interview conducted with teachers, an Education Support
Worker, the curriculum leader and a parent of an autistic child.

= Observations including video observation, photographs and field notes
= Analysis of the documents (policy statements and assesment documents of
children) developed and used by Shemrock

= A focus group discussion with teachers and the curriculum leader.

Data collection (case study): August 2019 to November 2019
Data transcription (case study): November 2019 to January 2020

Analysis of case study data was conducted to develop themes and select video clips
for focus group discussion (January to March 2020).

Data collection: Focus group discussion conducted on 17 June 2020.

CDA of policy documents involved three steps: Description/textual analysis
(modality, evaluations, and social actor representation), interpretation and
explanation.

Case study data were analysed using thematic analysis and CDA.
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Quialitative Case Study Methodology

Case study methodology consists of a detailed investigation of a case in its real-life setting in
order to analyse the context, processes, interactions and relationships involved in a bounded
environment (Yin, 1994). The choice of a qualitative case study is based on a social
constructionist paradigm and aims to provide a deep understanding of the social phenomenon
under investigation. The methodology recognises the importance of participants’ subjective
experiences and meaning attached to a social issue as part of the process (Creswell, 2013).
Stake (1995) pointed out that an instrumental case study provides insight into an issue where

the case is selected to advance the understanding of the object or phenomenon of interest.

In this study, Shemrock, an early childhood education (ECE) setting is an instrumental case
chosen to provide insights into the principles which underpin teaching practices with autistic
children in ECE in New Zealand. Stake (1995) notes that a case study in empirical research
involves a “palette of methods” that draw together “naturalistic, holistic, ethnographic,
phenomenological, and biographic research methods” (pp. xi-xii) to provide converging
evidence, which is known as triangulation for studying a phenomenon. Situated within the
social constructionist paradigm, my case study of Shemrock involved applying a series of
interpretative methods to understand and describe the environment and interactions that took
place at Shemrock in relation to autistic children. The processes of data collection involved
recording teacher responses in an initial workshop on disability awareness, interviewing
teachers and parents, accessing and analysing documentation that framed practices at
Shemrock, and observing interactions between autistic children, teachers, children and the

researcher within the physical space of Shemrock.

Introduction to Analytical Tools: Investigating Ableism in ECE Policies
and Practice

This section summarises the analytical tools used in this study. In the interpretation and
analysis process, [ have adapted what Thomas (2019) termed “analytical eclecticism” (p. 512)

to combine multiple analysis methods (thematic analysis and Critical Discourse

Analysis) and interpretative frameworks (social constructionism, Disability Studies in
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Education) to understand the case through examining the data (Stake, 1995). The
interdisciplinary approach to analysis allowed me to understand better the complex concepts

of ableism, disability and inclusion, which can be constructed in many ways.

Thematic Analysis

Thematic analysis is broadly used in this study to analyse empirical data derived from the
case study of Shemrock. Thematic analysis is a method for “identifying, analysing and
reporting patterns of (themes) within data” (Braun & Clarke 2006, p. 79). Thematic analysis
is an inductive analytical method characterised by a qualitative paradigm where themes
emerge from the data and are not imposed by the researchers (Braun & Clarke, 2012). Braun
and Clarke (2012) pointed out that thematic analysis “can also be used within a “critical’
framework, to interrogate patterns within personal or social meaning around a topic, and to
ask questions about the implications of these” (p. 297). Similarly, Lawless and Chen (2019)
suggest that thematic analysis is a valuable method for integration with CDA and critical
perspectives for qualitative research that works towards social justice goals. These authors
note that thematic analysis enables examination of everyday communication and interactions
to reveal recurrent themes in the data. Furthermore, these themes can be analysed to explore
how they are connected to broader social ideologies and dominant discourses (Lawless &
Chen, 2019).

The study used Braun and Clarke’s (2006) method to guide the thematic analysis process.
Braun and Clarke (2006) articulated a six-step framework for thematic analysis: (a)
familiarise yourself with the data; (b) generate initial codes; (c) search for themes; (d) review
themes; (e) define and name themes; and (f) produce the report (p. 87). After identifying
themes, | used CDA as an additional method of analysis. CDA helped me explore in-depth
how the language used in the relational interactions is associated with wider social ideologies
and dominant discourses of disability and ableism, taking account of the social and cultural
context (ECE context in New Zealand) in which these discourses are situated, produced and

practised. The following section summarises CDA as an analytical tool for this study.

Critical Discourse Analysis
Discourse analysis as an analytical approach in qualitative research is common among social

constructionists (Fulcher, 2010). Discourse analysis can be seen as a tool for understanding
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language through social interactions (Fulcher, 2010). Understanding the association between
language, discourse and power was necessary in this study to determine if ableism was
underpinning what teachers were saying and then doing in their practice. Critical Discourse
Analysis (CDA) perceives language as a dialectical relationship between discourse and
society, text and context, and language and power (Fairclough, 2009; Van Dijik, 2008;
Wodak & Meyer, 2009). The term ‘critical’ in CDA refers to the interrogation of ideologies
that underlie language usage. CDA is an approach to explore the everyday function of
ideology, which plays out through language and discourse to express and maintain power
(Wodak & Meyer, 2009). By understanding the ideology process, researchers reveal the way
discourses give meaning to social practices. In doing so, their attention is directed not only to
critiquing and addressing the inequalities but also to looking for ways to solve them
(Fairclough et al., 2011). According to Van Dijk (2008), CDA is concerned with issues of
power and justice and motivated by an endeavour to understand critical social issues. In this
regard, CDA aligns with critical theory perspectives as it deals with the expectations and
norms of particular discourse communities, raises social, cultural, economic, and political

concerns and provides ways to solve these issues.

The CDA approach used in this study is primarily based on the work of British sociolinguist
Norman Fairclough (1995, 2003). In this study, | draw on Fairclough’s views on the social
construction of reality. Fairclough (1989) emphasises the importance of language in
constructing and reconstructing our understanding of the world. He defines language both as
a discourse and social practice, thereby showing a dialectical relationship between language,
discourse, and its social and political context. Language constructs and represents reality in
powerful ways, and the social and cultural context has a key influence on discourses
(Fairclough, 1998). Fairclough’s (1995, 2003) CDA approach assists in understanding how
discursive practices produce and reproduce unequal power relations in society through the

ways they position people and represent things.

In this study, | consider language-in use as a means to examine whether and how discursive
practices in the form of language produce and reproduce the dominant discourse of ableism
which may not be overtly visible. CDA is used to explore how ableist discourses function

through what is made present in the language (text) of educational policies, and beliefs and

interactions of teachers involved in the case study, and to uncover truths that are absent and
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silent. Fairclough (2009) suggests that CDA researchers should be “open to a wide range of
theories” and allow CDA to mediate interdisciplinary dialogue between social theories and
methods (p. 163). Considering this, | have adopted DSE as a theoretical framework for
interpreting discourses and guiding me to examine the reasons underlying the discourses that
emerge in this study, and what they reveal about how ableism operates in ECE policies and
practices. Using DSE, | take a critical stance toward special education, developmental
psychology and other deficit discourses that construct disability as other or inferior to
‘ablebodied’ and in need of remediation. I have also used DSE perspectives to provide an
alternative view of inclusion that advocates for change in the education context, teaching
practices, and recognising disability as a different and positive identity. Fairclough’s (1995,
2003) approach to CDA is based on three components: description (textual analysis),

interpretation (discursive practices) and explanation (social practices).

1) Description
The first step of CDA is identifying and describing the language or linguistic features of the
text (Fairclough, 2003). Description of the text involves studying the linguistic features
produced in a text, and demonstrating how textual features signify power relations at the level
of language (Fairclough, 1995). Additionally, this stage involves exploring how these
linguistic features relate to the surrounding discourses and context of the situation in which
they are being produced (Fairclough, 1995). Fairclough (1995) presented various tools for
understanding the function of the text. However, the process of textual analysis is not ‘rigid’;
instead, it is a guide to help researchers plan the textual analysis according to the aim of their

research (Fairclough, 2003).

In this study, the grammatical function of the text was analysed through modality and
evaluation and social actor representations concerning discourses of disability, ableism and
inclusion. Modality and evaluation were chosen to understand the authors’ beliefs and
assumptions about the knowledge related to disability and inclusion in the national policies’
text. Modality also helps to understand the explicit assumptions, which may indicate the
modality markers in the text. Evaluation of the text includes statements that make explicit
assumptions about disability and implicit assumptions that reinforce the discourses of
disability, inclusion, and ableism in the policies’ text. The implicit assumptions were chosen

to evaluate texts that are not explicitly referred to in policies that are taken for granted. For
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example, the implicit assumptions about disability rooted in special education, developmental
and medical discourses that see disability as a deviation from ‘norm’ and in need of ‘fixing’,
may not be explicitly mentioned in the policy’s statements. Furthermore, social actor
representation is used to examine the power relations in discourses by focusing on how
disabled children are represented and positioned in policy documents. Social actor
representation in the policy documents may uncover unequal power relations between
disabled and non-disabled children through the multiple ways that disabled children are

represented and positioned.

Modality

Analysis of modality refers to an author’s degree of affinity with their statements. According
to Fairclough (2001), modality is an important concept in CDA as it can highlight both the
“relational and expressive values in grammar” (p. 105). Halliday (1994) defined modality as
a “speaker’s judgement of the probabilities or the obligations involved in what he is saying”
(p- 75). Modality is related to the “many ways in which attitudes can be expressed towards
the pure reference and predication content of an utterance, signalling factuality, degrees of
certainty or doubt, vagueness, possibility, necessity, and even permission and obligation”
(Verschueren, 1999, as cited in Fairclough 2003, p. 165). Modality has usually been

described as two types, epistemic modality and deontic modality, as explained below.

Epistemic Modality

Epistemic modality indicates the author’s commitment to the truth and facts. In other words,
an epistemic modality observes how writers commit themselves to knowledge claims
(Fairclough, 2003). Epistemic modality concerns the author’s estimation and confidence in
the knowledge claimed in three forms-certainty, probability and possibility (Halliday, 1994).
These three forms in English can be realised through modals, adjectives and auxiliary verbs.
The modals highlight the author’s judgement about the certainty of knowledge (high degree
modals such as must and will); predictability of knowledge (should, ought, and would);
possibility of knowledge (low degree modals- may, might, could) (Halliday, 1994). Epistemic
modality may also be expressed through modal adjuncts (definitely, probably, certainly,
always, possibly, usually, obviously etc.); lexical verbs (believe, guarantee, guess, promise,
suggest, think, suppose etc.); lexico-modal auxiliaries (be certain to, be due to, be going to,
be sure to, be likely to, would rather) (Kress & Hodge, 1988).
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Deontic Modality

Deontic modality is expressed through the author’s expectations that another person will
undertake an action. Deontic modality concerns the degree of obligation and necessity
incumbent on the other person to carry out the expectation (Fairclough, 2003). Deontic
modality in the text can be realised through the use of finite modals (must, should and need
to); passive verbs (are advised to, are allowed to, are obliged to etc.) and adjectives (are
obliged, are advisable, are permissible etc.) (Kress & Hodge, 1998). The following section

discusses the second tool of textual analysis used for policy analysis, implicit assumptions.

Implicit Assumptions

Identifying implicit assumptions in the text is vital for gaining understanding of the ideology
which shapes the capacity to exercise social power, domination and hegemony, and to a
certain extent, shared or common knowledge in society (Fairclough, 2003). Fairclough
(2003) distinguishes three main types of assumptions which are “existential assumptions,
they are assumptions about what exists, propositional assumptions, they are about what can
be or will be the case, value assumptions: assumptions about what is good or desirable” (p.
55). The linguistic features of the text mark all three assumptions. Existential assumptions are
identifiable by the markers of definitive articles and demonstratives such as (the, this, these,
those, there). Propositional assumptions are marked by factive verbs, such as accept,
acknowledge, confirm, demonstrate, establish, explain, know, recognise, observe, note,
understand, show and reveal. VValue assumptions are indicated by certain verbs that show
desirability and ability, such as could, be able to, can, may, might and so on.

The following section discusses the final tool for textual analysis used in this study, social

actor representation.

Social Actor Representation

Social actor representation through CDA provides a focal point where the sociological and
linguistic categories of text meet (Van Leeuwen, 1996). Social actor representation analysis
helps to examine how social actors are represented in the text, and who they are. As observed
by Flick and Foster (2007) “social actor representations, once developed and elaborated,
come to constitute our reality” (p. 5). The reality as constructed in the text is built on beliefs

and assumptions that exhibit ‘common knowledge’ to form the representations that can be
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ascribed to certain identities (Flick & Foster, 2007). Moreover, such representations form the
social understanding of social groups, which continue to persist and become ingrained into
social norms. My analysis of social actor representation explored how disabled children as
social actors are presented in the text of policy documents and whether they are included or

excluded, and depicted as active or passive social agents (Van Leeuwen, 1996).

2) Interpretation
The next phase of CDA, interpretation, involves the researcher’s interpretation of the text,
recognising the situational and social context in which discourses are produced and
consumed or practised. This stage of CDA involves interpreting text with a focus on two
main features: the production of text and the context in which text is produced and consumed.
The production of the text focuses on the text producer, the author and speaker in the text and
their claim to knowledge, obligation and necessity in the text. The context includes the
sociohistorical and cultural context in which the text is produced and consumed. The
researcher’s interpretation is about the meaning-making of the text, which can also be derived
from others’ interpretations using different theories (Fairclough, 1995, 2003). Thus,
interpretation is partly a matter of understanding the meaning of words, sentences and
paragraphs in the text and the intention of writers/speakers and participants. Interpretation is

also concerned with the researcher’s judgement about the text (Fairclough, 2003).

3) Explanation
The explanation stage in CDA involves the researcher’s interpretation of discourses to
examine the ideological effect of discourses and how they might become social practice, and
how changes in these discourses can lead to social change (Fairclough, 1995). Analysis of
text needs to go beyond explanation of how ideologies are produced and also explore the
discursive practices (how the texts are interpreted and received) and their social effects
(Fairclough & Wodak, 1997; Fairclough, 2003). The explanation step of CDA consists of the
researcher’s interpretation of why the speaker/ writer is speaking and writing in the ways they
do and identification of the social cause and ideological effects of their claims (Fairclough,
2003). The researcher’s interpretation/judgement about the ideological impact of discourses
can be achieved by looking at the effect particular discourses might have on social practices,

and asking whether these discourses contribute to changing or sustaining power relations
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(Fairclough, 2003). The interpretation and explanation are open and can be explained through

theories and literature using an inductive process of analysis (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997).

Data used in this Study

There were two sets of data used in this study that have different types of texts. The first data
set consisted of two policy documents, Te Whariki (MoE, 2017) and Success for All (MoE,
2014), which are formal public texts. The second data set was performed text created through
a case study of an ECE setting. The data in the case study is seen as performed text because it
is formed by multiple interpretative methods to understand the co-construction of social

interactions and practices and identify documents that inform practices at Shemrock.

First Data Set: Policy Documents

Legislated policy, Te Whariki, the early childhood education curriculum (MoE, 2017) and
Success for All policy (MoE, 2010), were selected because of their significance and relevance
in guiding and regulating inclusive education for disabled children in the ECE sector in New
Zealand. The policy analysis aimed to examine discourses of disability and ableism and how
these discourses might shape teachers’ practices. Te Whariki (MoE, 2017) communicates the
ethical and legal obligations for ECE teachers and ECE settings for providing quality
inclusive education to disabled children. Adherence to the expectations of inclusive education

articulated in Te Whariki in ECE settings is assessed by the Education Review Office.

The Success for All policy document (MoE, 2010) actively promotes inclusion for disabled
children in ECE settings and schools. The Success for All policy aims to support inclusive
practices in ECE and other education settings through providing early intervention services
and other resources to support inclusion. Also, targeted courses, like the Incredible Years
Programme for Teachers (I'YPT), focus on increasing ECE teachers’ capabilities to identify
children with behavioural needs and providing positive behavioural strategies (MoE, 2010).
Thus, both policy documents play a vital role in guiding inclusive teaching and learning in
ECE settings. The following section sets out the process that will be followed for the analysis

of these policy documents.
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Process of Analysis of Policy Documents

The goal of the policy analysis was to examine how disability and ableism are produced,
encoded and exhibited in the policies’ text. I downloaded the policy documents in a separate
folder on my computer in digital form to prepare the text. | also printed hard copy documents
so | could write references and notes on them as | was undertaking the CDA. | started the
analysis by reading the policies’ text several times. [ marked all the statements that talked
about children with disabilities/ children with additional learning needs/children with special
needs. | also marked the statements that were not explicitly discussing disability and the
statements that indicated silence about disability and disabled children's experiences. | chose
these statements because they were related to the aim of the policy analysis. Then | conducted
Fairclough’s (1995, 2003) approach of CDA in three steps as follows:

Description of the text

The first step of CDA is identifying and describing the language or linguistic features of the
text (Fairclough, 2003). I began the textual analysis by simultaneously marking the epistemic
modality and deontic modality of the selected statements. | drew a table with two columns.
One column comprised the statements where | marked modality, and the other indicated
potential meaning. | then conducted an evaluation (assumptions) analysis of those statements
which had not explicitly marked any modality. The purpose of modality analysis was to
explore the author’s commitment to knowledge and obligation/necessity in the policies’ text.
The implicit assumptions were useful for understanding the author’s assumptions of what is

desirable or undesirable, good or bad and the facts.

Furthermore, | conducted social actor representation analysis to identify how children with
disabilities were represented in the text. For this step of the analysis, | returned to the selected
statements. | started reading to determine whether children with disabilities were included or
excluded and presented as active or passive actors (See social actor representation in the
description of CDA above) in the policies’ text. I followed the same approach of using a

table that | employed in the modality analysis.

In the next section, I discuss the second step of Fairclough’s method of CDA.
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Interpretation (Discursive Practices)

The next stage of CDA involves interpreting text considering two things, the production of
the text and the context in which text is produced and consumed. | started the interpretation
or discursive practices by looking at the words, phrases and statements in the policy
documents broadly related to disability and ableism. | reviewed the selected statements to see
what discourses | could identify in them. At this time, | also looked at discourses that |
identified in the first step of CDA, description/textual phase. | then coded each statement to
its respective discourse strand. The coding of discourses was done based on the discourses
found in the literature related to disability and ableism (discourses on development, special
education, neoliberalism and inclusion. I also noted any other discourses about disability and

ableism that were found in the two policies.

I employed the theoretical framework of Disability Studies in Education to inform my

discussion and writing in the interpretation stage.

Explanation (Social Practices)

The final stage of CDA involves the explanation, also known as social analysis. This stage
explains the social effects of texts on practices and how identifying these social effects can
bring about social change (Fairclough, 1995).

The following questions guided the analysis at the social level:

» How are dominant discourses represented in the policy documents? What/who do

they privilege, and what/who do they exclude or marginalise?

* How might these dominant discourses become social practices that teachers in ECE

settings could engage with?

At this stage, | examined the discourses that | identified to see what ideological effects they
might serve and how they could be reflected in ECE teachers’ practices. I also asked the
question of how resistance to these discourses could bring about social change for the
inclusion of disabled children and their families. | describe the explanation (social analysis)
of the text using the theoretical framework of DSE. Finally, the analysis of all three stages of
CDA (description, interpretation and explanation) was brought together in my writing of my

CDA of the policy documents. The following section discusses the second data set.
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Second Data Set: Case Study

I conducted a qualitative case study of an ECE setting. Purposive sampling was used to
recruit the ECE setting (the case). The criteria for selecting the ECE setting were a) the ECE
setting was located in the Waikato region of New Zealand, b) children with autism spectrum
disorder were enrolled, and c) the management and teachers were interested in participating.
In the recruitment procedure, the focus on children’s diagnoses was described as not labelling
the children differently, but understanding what the interactions between autistic children
with their peers, and teachers participating in an ECE setting can tell us about ableist
processes and practices. Patton (2002) notes that purposive sampling in qualitative research
has less emphasis on generalising findings to a broader population. Rather, greater attention
is given to selecting samples that can yield in-depth insight into concepts, phenomena, and
hypotheses being studied. | used purposive sampling with the hope that investigating ableism
in an ECE setting might result in findings that could illuminate whether and how ableism

operates in ECE practices and how it can be resisted.

Selection of the Case (ECE setting)

The study adopted purposive sampling to recruit an ECE setting for a case study that had
autistic children enrolled. The process of finding such a setting was by no means
straightforward. | faced challenges in recruiting participants and used my personal contacts
with ECE teachers to find an ECE setting and willing participants for my study. Freya
(Pseudonym) was one of the teachers who helped me search for a potential ECE setting. She
is a New Zealand qualified ECE teacher who has been teaching for ten years. Freya helped
me to find the contact details of settings that had disabled children on their rolls. With her
help, I managed to get the details of 12 settings. Initially, | approached all 12 ECE settings by
email, introducing myself and the purpose of my study. | attached the research information
sheet and requested a meeting to discuss further details. Eight out of 12 centres wrote back to
me saying that they did not have autistic children in their setting. Four centres did not reply,
so | continued with the search. This time Freya again contacted me saying that she had been
working with an ECE setting for a month which had autistic children. She said that she had
approached the centre manager and talked about the possibility of my doing the research
there. Providentially, the manager showed an interest in the research and asked Freya to tell

me to send details.
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My first contact with Shemrock was a phone call to the centre manager, Richard
(pseudonym). During this conversation, | introduced myself and the research. It was a
conversation | would repeat many times with many people early in the project. I introduced
myself as a PhD student from The University of Waikato. I told him that my research focused
on empowering teachers through disability awareness and understanding of how ableism
might impact their inclusive practices. Freya had recommended Shemrock as a model of a
centre aiming to be inclusive for disabled children. I then explained that | hoped to spend
some time (two to three weeks) in the centre as a volunteer to learn about their policies and
gain consent from teachers, parents and other people involved in the ECE setting. This was a
crucial moment in my research, not only because it resulted in approval to carry out my
research at Shemrock, but also in many ways shaped the access and cooperation | would
receive at Shemrock. Richard told me that he would be very interested, but before anything
could proceed, | should come and talk to the curriculum leader at the centre. Richard

arranged a meeting with Stevie (pseudonym) a week after our phone call.

I went to meet Stevie and explained the purpose and requirements of the research. | told her
that the proposed research looks at inclusive and ableist practices for autistic children in an
ECE setting. | explained that ableism is a discriminatory bias based on the belief that
ablebodied/non-disabled people are superior to disabled people because of their specific
abilities. | outlined that the research process would involve the collection of documentation,
observations and interviews with teachers, Education Support Workers, and parents.
Moreover, | explained that the main goal of this study was to ensure that ECE teachers are
empowered to work inclusively with autistic and other disabled children in their settings.
Stevie agreed to participate in the research and signed the consent form on behalf of the
centre manager. | asked her if I could plan an introductory meeting about the research for the
teachers at Shemrock. Stevie agreed to the introductory meeting. Stevie said that ““it would be
good to talk to teachers about your research and how you will proceed”. Stevie also agreed to
my working as a volunteer to observe the culture at Shemrock. The introductory meeting
introduced the prospective research participants to my study and included a presentation on

disability awareness (for introductory meeting presentation, see Appendix E).

96



Familiarisation with Shemrock

During my volunteer work, | spent five hours every day over three weeks at Shemrock,
learning about their routines and establishing rapport with the children and teachers. During
this time, I made field notes about the classroom space, routine chores and relationships of
autistic children with teachers and other children. I also began building a rapport with
children by introducing myself during mat time. After three weeks of volunteer work, |
conducted the introductory meeting for teachers at Shemrock. | describe this meeting in my

research methods later in this chapter.

Recruitment of Teachers

During my volunteer work, | built a good rapport with teachers. Following the introductory
meeting, | invited teachers to join me for light refreshments and handed out information
sheets and consent forms. Teachers told me they needed time to go through them and would
come back to me at some stage during the following week. After a week, | received consent
from all the teachers. Some teachers had placed conditions on their participation, such as the
amount of time they could spare for the interview, but no one had refused. There were some
negotiations during the observation process as well. It reminded me that no one owed me
cooperation, and their participation was voluntary. The most important aspect was that
teachers were interested in participating in the research. The negotiation process did not end
there. Later, it continued when | sought consent from Sherry (pseudonym), the Education

Support Worker’s (ESW), and the parent of an autistic child.

Recruitment of the Education Support Worker

Unfortunately, Sherry, the ESW, could not attend the introductory meeting. Later, | talked to
Sherry about the research and invited her to participate. Sherry said that she was not
comfortable with it and needed to ask her supervisor for permission to participate in my
research study. However, after two weeks, Sherry agreed to participate in the research and
said: “My supervisor has allowed me to participate provided that I don’t share any personal
information about the children I work with”. I respected her professional boundaries and

made sure that | did not ask her for personal information about children.
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Recruitment of Parents

The final issue related to access was for parents’ interviews. One of my study processes was
to interview parents of autistic children to understand their experiences of ECE services for
their children. Initially, two families signed the consent form for their participation in the
research and were very cooperative and responsive in my first conversation with them about
the study. However, one parent, Mary (pseudonym), indirectly withdrew before the interview.
Mary had been responsive at our first meeting at the centre. She said she would be happy to
be involved and asked me to come to her home for the interview. | went for a meeting at
Mary’s home three times as requested. I was turned away three times and told that Mary was
not at home or busy. | tried to contact her but could not get hold of her. | found it very
distressing and discussed the matter with the headteacher. She said that she had not received
any message from Mary and that Mary had also not replied to the teachers to a request for an
IEP meeting. The headteacher suggested that I stop trying to contact Mary and said, “You
tried your best to approach her for the research. I think you should leave her now”. I
discussed the situation with my supervisors. We decided that | should give Mary some space
to get back to me in her own time if she wanted. However, Mary did not get back to me
throughout the data collection. Consequently, | consider that she indirectly withdrew from the

research.

The Case Study- ‘Shemrock’

The research was located in a private ECE setting, under an umbrella organisation run by a
charitable trust that provides the centre with policy, strategic direction, and financial and
business management. Throughout this thesis, the research setting is referred to as
‘Shemrock’ (Pseudonym) or ‘an ECE setting’. Shemrock is an early childhood education and
care centre licensed for 85 children from two years to school age. The centre is located on a
busy road connected with other corporate offices. The entrance of the centre includes stairs
and a ramp. The learning environment at Shemrock is set up across three spacious rooms.
The first room includes young children aged between two to three years. The second room
has older children aged between four to five years. The third room consists of a space for mat
time and kai time (meal time). Children usually come into the third room for quiet reading
time and group activities. Shemrock has two defined outdoor play areas. The first outdoor
area is for young children, which is attached to their room. The play equipment in this area

includes a sandpit, imagination station or family area and swings. The second outdoor area is
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attached to the preschool room. The second outdoor area is a large environment
encompassing an open space and covered deck area for all weather. The open area consists of
swings and a cycling track. The covered play area consists of a sandpit, an imagination
station that consists of role play resources and an art and craft station. The covered deck is
connected to an open play area through stairs and a ramp. Shemrock also provides a van

service to transport children to and from the centre.

The centre philosophy aims to support children to feel safe, valued and empowered to be
confident and capable learners. The centre philosophy includes a written commitment to
providing inclusive services that reflect diversity by welcoming children from different
cultures and abilities. Shemrock has a play-based curriculum guided by Te Whariki that aims
to respond to children’s interests, family values and parents’ aspirations (MoE, 2017). The
centre's philosophy states their commitment to providing ongoing professional development
and space for teachers to critically reflect on their teaching practices (reproduced from the

photograph of the centre’s philosophy and vision on 22/11/2019).

Research Participants

Besides teaching staff, participants in the case study included two children and one parent.
The first child Jason (pseudonym) was three years old at the time of data collection. Jason did
not have a formal diagnosis of ASD, but a referral for his diagnosis was sent to the Child
Development Centre by the Ministry of Education during my fieldwork. The second child
Kylee (pseudonym) was 3.5 years old at the time of data collection and had recently been
diagnosed with ASD, and Kylee’s mother, Kathrine (pseudonym). The other participants
were a curriculum leader (a qualified and registered ECE teacher), three qualified and
registered ECE teachers, an Education Support Worker, and two qualified and registered
relieving teachers who filled in during the absences of permanent teaching staff. Table 2

provides demographic information about each staff member.
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Table 2: Designation, Education Qualifications and Experience of Teachers (as of

September 2019)
Name Designation Teaching Teaching
(pseudonyms) qualifications experience in
ECE
Stevie Curriculum leader | B.Ed (Primary) 5 years
and Registered
teacher.
Sofia Registered teacher | Graduate Diplomain | 7 years
teaching ECE
Neah Registered teacher | Graduate Diplomain | 12 years
teaching ECE
Cherie Registered teacher | B.Ed (ECE) 24 years
Rachel Registered B. Ed (ECE) 4 years
relieving teacher
Becca Registered Graduate Diplomain | 3 years
relieving teacher ECE
Sherry Education Support | B.A (Maori Visual 10 years as an
Worker Arts_) _and a ECE rellt_ever,
certificate in ECE teacher aide
and nanny

Research Ethics

This research involved gathering data from human subjects. Therefore, questions of research
ethics were an important consideration. The research required ethics approval to ensure that
research participants were treated with respect, fully informed and not harmed by the research
process. Hence, ethical approval was sought before this research was undertaken
(FEDUO003/19) and received from The University of Waikato, Faculty of Education Research
Ethics Committee on 29 January 20109.
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Informed Consent

Informed consent is one of the most important principles of research ethics. It is based on the
need for participants to voluntarily enter into research, while understanding the nature of the
research and any disadvantages or obligations involved (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). Informed
consent from all the adult participants was sought for their participation in the research (see
Appendices I, K, M, O). During the introductory meeting, information sheets and consent
forms for teachers (Appendices G & J) were distributed. Teachers assumed the responsibility
for sending information sheets (Appendix L) and consent forms (Appendix M) to parents to
seek permission for their children’s participation in the research. I talked to parents of autistic

children about my research study.

Parents agreed to their children’s participation and signed the consent form. After parents’
consent, assent (Appendix O) was gained from all children in Shemrock with the help of
teachers. Children’s assent for participation was sought. The assent form for children
included pictures along with written details (that could be read to them) to enable children to
comprehend the given information easily. The headteacher individually invited the children
to talk with me and her. The headteacher and | read the consent form to children and
simultaneously showed them pictures. The children were asked to mark the images that they
agreed for me to know about them. Extra help was solicited from parents for five children
who were confused and unsure about their decisions. The assent forms of those children were
sent to their parents to ask children about their decision in the comfort of their home and with

parents facilitating this process. All children gave assent.

A notice about video recording of children was placed on the parents’ noticeboard a week
before video recording started. The consent forms from the two parents of autistic children
(Appendix J) for the interview were collected in person. Participants were informed about the
study’s purpose and procedure and the potential risks and benefits of their participation. In
this way, they could make an informed decision about their participation. | followed up with
both parents to ensure that they understood the information given in the information sheets

and consent forms.
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Anonymity and Confidentiality

Salkind (2011) asserts that “anonymity in research means that records cannot be linked with
names” (p. 82). The anonymity of participants in this study was maintained using
pseudonyms to protect participants’ identities and maintain the value and integrity of their
experiences. All the participants were offered the opportunity to choose a pseudonym for
themselves. Most of the participants asked the researcher to choose a pseudonym for them.
Therefore, the researcher assigned a pseudonym to each participant, including the ECE

setting in this research.

Oliver (2003) suggests that confidentiality in research is maintained through the researcher’s
commitment to be explicit and truthful to participants about who will have access to the data,
the researcher’s plans for using and retaining the data, and how the data will be stored. In
keeping with this requirement, all the participants were notified that information gathered
during the data collection would be confidential to the supervisory panel and will be used for
any publications and presentations resulting from this research. This was made clear in
information sheets, which also stated that every effort would be made to report the research
and findings anonymously. However, anonymity could not be completely guaranteed. I also
did not put anything in the thesis that would compromise relationships between participants

later on.

Potential Harm to Participants

The following ethical principles were followed for the research project: obtaining the
permission of people involved in the research, ensuring their wellbeing by respecting and
upholding participants' rights, not causing emotional harm and accurately representing
findings.

As discussed, consent was gained from all the participants (assent from children) to
participate in the research. This study itself is sensitive since it involves autistic children and
their family members. Thus, the main principle was to have participants feel that this research
was being undertaken with them, not about them. The Ethical Guidance for Research with
People with Disabilities (National Disability Authority, 2009) states that “involving people
with disabilities in an appropriate way in informing or shaping the research process respects

them as active participants in the research and not as passive objects of research” (p. 7). This
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principle can extend to family members of children with disabilities and teachers working
directly with children with disabilities. All participants had the right to withdraw from the
study at any time without having to say why. Participants also had the opportunity to verify
the accuracy of what had been transcribed from their individual interviews. Participants who
participated in individual interviews were given a transcript of their interview. At no time did
anyone correct or amend their transcripts. Hence, no data were deleted from the record. Due
to the collectively generated nature of the focus group discussion, participants were informed
that they could not review or withdraw any of the data they contributed to the discussion.

These points were made clear in the participant consent forms and information sheets.

Methods of Data Collection

Introductory Meeting

The purpose of the presentation was to inform the participants about 1) the aims of the study,
2) the concept of ableism and how it can be seen in education practices, and 3) the methods to
be used in the study so that they could make informed decisions about their participation. I
had difficulty recruiting the ECE centres. I believe it was mainly because people do not
understand the term ‘ableism’ and how participating in the study might benefit them. I
believe conducting the introductory meeting at the beginning helped teachers to understand
that my study was not about observing their “not-so-good practices” but supporting teachers

to be reflective of their interactions and practices for autistic and other disabled children.

At the introductory meeting, the curriculum leader and three other teachers were present. The
curriculum leader asked me to be quick as my presentation would follow a staff meeting.
Stevie introduced me to the teachers as a post-graduate researcher from The University of
Waikato, then left me to start the presentation. The presentation took 15 minutes to conduct,
followed by time for teachers to ask questions. The presentation and discussion were

recorded as data. See Appendix E for introductory meeting presentation.

Individual Interviews
Individual face-to-face semi-structured interviews were conducted with the curriculum
leader, three ECE teachers, the ESW and a parent. The interviews with the curriculum leader,

teachers and Education Support Worker were conducted to understand their knowledge,
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beliefs and perspective about 1) the concept of disability and inclusion 2) its relation to
autistic children, and how these beliefs, perspectives, and knowledge might influence their
teaching practices. The purpose of the interview with the parent was to understand their
experiences of ECE services for their autistic child. The guiding questions for all the
interviews were prepared in advance (for interviews questions, please see appendices A, B, C
& D).

As an interviewer, | ensured that interviews were conducted according to ethical interviewing
protocols. The protocols involved asking participants for clarification where their responses
were not clear, asking probing questions for an in-depth explanation, avoiding personal
prejudice, and taking time to listen to participants’ perspectives (Seidman, 1991). Participants
were told that the interview was completely confidential at every stage and that only my
supervisory team and | would have access to their recordings and transcripts. They were told
that their participation in interviews was voluntary and that they had the option to end the
interview at any time for any reason. The time taken to conduct each interview ranged from
30 to 60 minutes. All interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ consent. Interviews
were conducted in the staff room, except for the parent interview which was conducted in her

home.

Semi-structured interviews are useful to elicit qualitative data based on participants’ beliefs
and perspectives on a topic (Burns, 2000). The researcher decides the focus of the interview,
with predetermined broad questions based on that focus (Burns, 2000). Interviews were
semistructured, meaning that each interview had a particular set of questions that | wanted to
ask but I was open to following other tangents generated within the interview. This choice
was made because it enabled me to focus on particular areas of interest while also following
up on threads generated by the participants. Another advantage of semi-structured interviews
is that there is flexibility for both the researcher and the participant. The researcher can probe
for more detail and gain greater clarity about a participant’s answers when needed, and the
participant can provide information based on their beliefs and perspectives (Cohen et al.,
2011). In semi-structured interviews, data credibility can be enhanced by providing
opportunities for participants to check whether the meaning of their responses is correctly
understood or not (O'Hara et al., 2011). Participants involved in individual interviews were
given the transcripts of the interviews to verify their answers (see Appendices A to D for

interview questions).
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Observations, the second method of data collection are described in the following section.

Observations

Observation is a method of collecting data from existing phenomena through direct watching.
This method draws on the first-hand evidence that one can see to provide data as things
happen (Allen, 2017). Observation as a research method requires researchers to see, record,
interpret and evaluate what people do as compared to what people think they do (Atwal &
Caldwell, 2005). The observation method used in this study involved video recordings,
photographs and field notes. | was keen to observe patterns of interaction (verbal and
nonverbal) between autistic children with their peers and teachers in relation to the physical
context of Shemrock. The observations involved a curriculum leader, permanent ECE

teachers, an Education Support Worker, and relieving ECE teachers and children.

James (2007) argues that using the visual method in research involving young children allows
children to have an active presence in research about their lives. A video recording can be a
powerful tool in research to give visibility to children's interests, intentions, meaning-making
and learning through different communication modes (verbal and non-verbal) and for
observing children’s interaction and adult-child play dynamics in research (McLaughlin &
Coleman-Fountain, 2018). One of the aims of using video recording in the study was to
ensure all children, including autistic children, could actively participate in the study in their
own time and pace by using different modes of communication and expression. Moreover,
the use of video recording supported me to be aware of my subjectivity and potential biases
during the observation process. Ciesieiska et al. (2018) note that one way the researcher can
overcome the potential source of subjectivity is to use videos to record observations
(Ciesieiska et al., 2018). Using video to record actions and interactions enabled me to view
the data repeatedly as required and permitted me to be aware of my biases during data

interpretation.

Process of Observation

The whole observation process took place over three months, from 5/8/2019 to 4/11/2019.
The observations were conducted from 9:00 to 1:30 pm five days a week. This was the time
when both Jason and Kylee (autistic children) attended the centre. Ethical considerations such

as gaining consent from teachers and ongoing assent from children were completed before
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observations. All participants consented to video recording, except for the two relieving
teachers. However, the teachers declined to wear microphones but agreed to video recordings

that captured spoken words and sounds.

In video observation, close attention was paid to the time when autistic children interacted
with their peers and teachers, and when teachers and their peers approached them. Moreover,
field notes were recorded of verbal and non-verbal interactions to assist with understanding
the video recording. These interactions were viewed as a catalyst, allowing for examining
practices of ableism and inclusion. | also took photographs of the indoor and outdoor
environment of Shemrock. In the pictures, I captured the physical environment and text and
pictures on the wall, which were mainly related to the weekly teaching planning and
classroom activities. | made video recordings for two to five minutes of episodes where
autistic children interacted with peers and teachers. A total of 50 videos were made during the
observation process, which was later refined to 10 videos that recorded ableism and inclusion

from my perspective.

During my time at Shemrock, some children were inquisitive about my presence and usually
asked me questions: Are you a teacher? Do you work here? In response, | was open with the
children about my purpose for visiting. | told the children that | was there to learn more about
their lives. I showed them my research tools: a notebook, pen, and the video camera that |
would use to make observations. | was also sensitive to whether children were comfortable
with my presence and video camera; if | felt they were not, | removed myself from those
situations. This was also outlined in the assent form for children. Cocks (2008) notes that
assent establishes a relationship of trust between the researcher and children and acceptance
of the researcher’s presence. Moreover, assent allows the researcher to shift the focus from
seeing the child demonstrating adult-centric attributes such as compliance and maturity
toward accepting the child's state of being and seeing children as subjects in the research
rather than the objects (Cocks, 2008).

Hammersley and Paul (2019) note that during observation, there is a danger that the presence
of an observer affects what is happening in the observation environment. The observer effect
may influence participants’ behaviour and cause them to act differently because they are

aware that they are being observed. The observer effect can be overcome by the researcher
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spending prolonged time learning about the routines and culture of the organisations and
building a trust relationship with the participants. Initially, while making some video
recordings, | felt that my presence and video camera influenced the participants’ behaviour
and actions in the ways they were involved with autistic children. For example, some
participants become self-conscious about being video recorded. Over time | built
relationships with participants, making them comfortable with my presence as a researcher at
Shemrock. After | finished the video recording, some teacher participants explained what
they were doing and why. These interactions with teachers made me better understand their
intentions, actions and interactions with autistic children. However, individual interactions

with participants were not always possible because of their busy schedules.

Policy and Guidelines Documents Developed and Used at Shemrock

A range of documents was gathered and analysed, including Shemrock’s philosophy and
vision and annual goals. Documents from teachers were collected such as monthly plans for
curriculum planning, and documentation for new and relieving teachers on children who need
extra attention. Assessment documents in the form of Learning Stories (Carr, 2001; Carr &
Lee, 2012) of Kylee and Jason (autistic children) written by teachers were also accessed.
These documents were analysed to corroborate, contextualise and triangulate the data gained

during individual interviews and observations.

Focus Group Discussion

The purpose of a focus group discussion is to identify and understand participants’ different
perspectives on a research topic. Therefore, focus group discussions should be focused on a
limited number of issues and particular themes to give participants enough time to discuss
them in detail (Hennink, 2014). As the discussion proceeds, the researcher should ask
questions to participants to clarify their perspectives which may prompt them to raise
additional themes and issues or share similar experiences, thus enhancing the clarity, extent,
and detail of the discussion (Hennink, 2014). The final method of data collection was the
focus group discussion. The focus group discussion was organised for teachers, the Education
Support Worker (ESW) and the curriculum leader to provide a space for “collective

conversation” on the research topic (Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2005, p. 887).
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The focus group discussion in this study aimed to understand the participants’ perspectives on
the themes derived from the interviews with teachers and parents (please see appendix F for
an outline of themes). Also, in the focus group some videos where inclusion and ableism
were seen to be practised were shared in order to gain participants’ views of video footage.
The focus group discussion was conducted after all the video and interview data had been
transcribed. My supervisors and | looked at all ten videos, and we decided on two videos as
examples (one of ableism and the other of inclusion) for the discussion. These videos were
chosen for the focus group discussion because | had already conducted follow-up interviews
with teachers who were involved in the videos. The follow-up interviews allowed me to
clarify the teachers’ actions and interactions in videos and avoid any biased interpretation.
The focus group discussion was delayed due to the global pandemic. It was conducted when
the lockdown restrictions were lifted. The discussion was conducted face-toface, but due to
health restrictions and other commitments, only three permanent teachers and the curriculum
leader were present at the discussion time. The two relieving teachers and ESW did not
participate in the discussion. This is a limitation that could not be avoided. The discussion

lasted for approximately 80 minutes and was audio recorded.

Hennink (2014) suggests that the environment of a focus group discussion plays an important
role. It is the moderator's responsibility to create an environment where participants feel
comfortable sharing their views without the fear of judgment from others. Ground rules were
discussed before the discussion started to ensure that participants felt comfortable.
Participants were informed that all responses were valid, that there were no right or wrong
answers, and they should respect others' opinions even if they disagreed. Also, they had the
right to abstain from discussing specific topics if they were not comfortable. Due to data
sensitivity in a shared video, participants were requested not to make any negative comments
on other participants practices. The discussion started with interview themes, followed by a
discussion to put the participants at ease. | then showed them the videos. The participants
were asked to comment on a shared video where evidence of ableism could be seen, and how
teachers could challenge such practices. The video observation of inclusive practice was also
shared for participants’ feedback to encourage the teachers in their inclusive practices. The

following questions guided the group discussion on video observations:

* What is going on at the moment in the shared video?
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* What leads up to that moment?

» Could you identify how ableism might inform interactions in the shared video??
* What strategies could you adopt to challenge these ableist beliefs?

» What do you understand by the concept of ableism?

* How does recognising ableism help to support the inclusion of disabled children?

| facilitated the discussion through these guided questions. | also picked up on other relevant
themes that emerged to ensure participants also had the freedom to express their opinions
freely rather than be constrained by questions (Cohen et al., 2011). I tried to ensure that all
participants’ views were heard, that comments were constructive, and that one person did not
dominate the group interviews (Cohen et al., 2011). However, there were some moments
where two participants dominated the discussion. | managed this situation by encouraging the
other two participants to express their thoughts freely.

The following section discusses the process of analysis for the case study data.

Process of Analysis (Case Study)

Thematic Analysis and Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA)

Thematic analysis (TA) was used broadly in the case study. TA was used to analyse themes
and subthemes that emerged from case study data relevant to this study. The data from the
case study was in the form of visual, written and audio text. The video and audio data were
derived from individual interviews, video recordings and the focus group discussion. Each
recording was played several times to transcribe the visual and audio data in the written text.
Each audiotaped and videotaped interaction was transcribed in its entirety. Non-verbal
gestures, intonation and pauses were only indicated in transcripts when they were seen as
relevant to the context of the interactions. The field notes made during observations were also

considered during the transcription process to understand the interactions in video recordings.

In the first step. | started the analysis by familiarising myself with data through reading and
re-reading transcripts several times to identify codes and how they cluster together in a
grouping of interconnected ideas that “make sense” to the study and are meaningful to the
participants. After this step, | organised codes (words, sentences and phrases) that cluster

together into themes. For example, in the interview transcripts teachers repeatedly talked
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about the role of the environment and society in disabling individuals which led me to

identify it as an emerging theme.

In the second step, the themes were then analysed using the interpretation and explanation
steps of CDA (Fairclough, 1995, 2003). I began to analyse the link between themes and the
dominant discourses related to disability, inclusion and ableism. The CDA was guided by the

following questions:

* How are participants’ everyday practices at Shemrock informed and constrained by
dominant discourses related to disability and disabled children present in society and

the ECE context of New Zealand?

*  How might these dominant discourses of disability in policy and practices produce

and reproduce the marginalisation of autistic and other disabled children?

* How might understanding and interrogation of these dominant discourses bring

change in ECE that promotes the inclusion of autistic and other disabled children?

For example, taking the above theme on an understanding of disability as a social construct, I
then paid close attention to why the participants talked in a particular way about disability
and what dominant discourses might have informed their understanding. Pursuant to this
question, I asked whether these discourses might play a role in including and excluding
autistic and other disabled children? Moreover, in the interpretation and explanation steps of
CDA, I became more confident about my interpretations of data as my confidence in analysis

grew.

The Reflexivity of the Researcher

In qualitative studies, a researcher's role is crucial in data collection, analysis, and
interpretation (Creswell, 2003; Guba & Lincoln, 2005). Berger (2015) notes that to ensure

reflexivity in qualitative research,

researchers need to increasingly focus on self-knowledge and sensitivity; better understand

the role of the self in the creation of knowledge; carefully self-monitor the impact of their
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biases, beliefs, and personal experiences on their research; and maintain the balance

between the personal and the universal (p. 220).

Applying reflexivity means that | needed to be aware of who | am as an individual, a
professional, and a researcher to ensure those lenses did not bias the research design and
findings. I mentioned my professional history and academic interests in the introduction to
this thesis as part of a commitment | made early in this project to make this research
reflexive. | have positioned myself as an abled-bodied, Asian-middle-class female who has

approached disability as a field of study and work.

My professional experiences as a special educator offered me a position of privilege to teach
disabled children and plan interventions to normalise their differences to accommodate them
in mainstream classrooms. Inspired by those normalising experiences, I asked myself “in
what ways have | been unconsciously practising ableism as a teacher without being explicitly
aware of it?”. These professional experiences shaped my subject of inquiry in this research,
created some dissonance and highlighted the need to address ‘myself” as the primary research
instrument for the study. To recognise and account for my personal biases, | repeatedly
revised and expanded my interpretation of the data. | made reflexive notes to ensure my
professional experiences and assumptions did not influence the research process, especially
the data analysis process. Throughout the data analysis process, reflexive notes helped me
guestion my subject position as a researcher and previously as a special education teacher in
different cultural contexts (India and New Zealand). [ critically examined my ‘self” by
reading and rereading the policies’ text to expose ableism and offer different ways of viewing

inclusive practices for disabled children and their families in the ECE context.

During my case study data analysis, | remained reflexive and mindful about what | created
and my claims to the ‘truth’. I did this by critically examining ‘myself’ in producing,
sustaining and disrupting my position within discourses. | often questioned my role as a
researcher and my representation of the participants' lives and experiences in this study. | did
not want to position the participants as wrong or not good ECE practitioners in my
interpretation of discourses. However, | wanted to tell my participants about the
uncomfortable and silent truth about how ableism as an exclusionary system could disrupt
their intentions of inclusive practices. For example, while doing the initial transcription and

interpreting the video observation data, | felt the need to talk to the specific teachers involved
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in the video to know their reasoning for their practices and avoid any biased interpretation in
the analysis. Hence, | conducted follow-up interviews with teachers to listen to their
explanations of what was happening in the videos and what led to those moments. These
efforts helped me purposefully engage with the research data more ethically and
transparently. However, it is essential to note that there could be multiple readings and

interpretations of the data analysed as a part of this study.

Rigour and Trustworthiness

Merriam (2009) notes various strategies that qualitative researchers can use to promote
trustworthiness in their study. The strategies include 1) triangulation, including multiple
sources of data. 2) peer review or member check or arranging with research participants to
check the transcripts 3) Provision of detail about the study context 4) credibility of the data
quality, analysis, and conclusion. In this study, | have established trustworthiness by clearly
describing the rationale of study design and the compatibility between the theoretical
perspectives, methodology, and data collection methods. I have used two different data sets,
policy analysis and the case study, which included multiple descriptive methods of inquiry.
The two different sets of data enabled me to get the big picture of my data analysis. It
allowed me to understand whether dominant discourses identified in the policy documents

are practised within an ECE setting and vice versa.

Furthermore, | ensure the credibility of data analysis through a clear description of the
methods of analysis and theoretical framework used to analyse data. To ensure the credibility
of my data, | followed what Miles and Huberman (1994) noted as “data reduction”
(simplifying complex data by extracting recurring themes and finally drawing conclusions as
a means of testing the credibility of findings). | used thematic analysis to understand
recurring themes in my case study and then themes were further analysed to explore
dominant discourses using CDA. | finally concluded my interpretation of the findings based
on theoretical perspectives used in this study. | was mindful of my personal biases during the

interpretation of data.
Moreover, | ensured data credibility through transparency to allow readers to test my claims.

| did this by giving accurate and detailed transcription of data produced in the case study. The

accuracy of individual interview transcripts was ensured by providing participants with
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opportunities to review the transcripts and request changes if necessary. The accuracy of
video observation data where my supervisory team and | felt that we needed further
explanation was supported through follow-up individual interviews with teachers. Also, |
adopted peer debriefing using a devil’s advocate approach. Marshall and Rossman (2006)
argue that using a “devil’s advocate” approach shows a willingness for others to “critically
question the researcher’s analyses” (p. 194). The supervisory team played the role of “devil’s
advocate” in the analysis of the text. Two doctoral cohort colleagues who specialised in ECE
also provided feedback on the initial analysis of video data and my CDA of policy
documents. Thus, trustworthiness in this study was ensured through the clear explanation and

rationale of the research process, methods, and analysis process.

Transferability

Guba and Lincolin (2005) note that transferability refers to generalising research findings and
theoretical perspectives to other contexts and research studies involving different participant
groups, situations and contexts. In this study, the sample size (one case study) was small. The
number of participants involved in the case study was relatively small (three teachers, two
children, one parent, one ESW and one curriculum leader). The case study findings cannot be
generalised and are specific to Shemrock, a private ECE setting. Rather than generalising, the
findings and theoretical perspectives can be used to help interrogate processes and practices
of ‘ableism’ in other ECE settings. Thus, the significance of case study findings might be
specific to a particular ECE setting, but the CDA of policy documents and theoretical

perspectives have relevance to other ECE settings in New Zealand.

Chapter Summary

This chapter has discussed the research design and process of undertaking the research. The
qualitative case study approach enabled me to understand how interactions and practices
within an ECE setting inform the processes and practices of ableism and inclusion. Policy
documents were another data source to examine whether and how discourses of ableism and
disability are exhibited in policy texts. The use of thematic analysis and CDA allowed me to
understand the themes that emerged through data and what these themes tell about dominant
discourses related to disability and ableism. Finally, I discussed how | understood and

responded to ethical procedures, self-reflexivity and trustworthiness in the data collection and
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analysis process. The next chapter discusses the findings of the CDA of the policy

documents.
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Chapter Five: Critical Discourse Analysis of the Policy
Documents

Chapter Overview

This chapter discusses the findings of my critical discourse analysis of the texts of two policy
documents - Te Whariki, the New Zealand early childhood curriculum (MoE, 2017), and
Success for All, the New Zealand inclusive education policy (MoE, 2010) and the subsequent
Success for All: Special Education—Briefing to Incoming Minister (MOE, 2014). My
analysis was informed by the theoretical perspective of Disability Studies in Education
(DSE). The aim of my analysis was to identify whether and, if so, how, discourses of ableism
are encoded in the text of these two policy documents. Te Whariki (MoE, 2017) is the revised
document of the original ECE curriculum document (MoE, 1996). Success for All (MoE,
2010) policy is the revision of the Special Education Policy 2000 (MoE, 1996). The original
policy documents are also discussed to provide the historical and social context for the
revised policy documents. The policy documents were analysed using Fairclough’s (1995,
2003) approach of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). CDA has been widely used for policy
analysis to explore and address social issues through identifying dominant and marginal
discourses within policy texts and to suggest alternative practices (Ball, 1994). In this respect,
| have used CDA for examining ableism as a social inequity issue concerning autistic
children and their families in ECE. Using CDA and informed by the DSE framework, |
analysed the language used in the policy documents for disabled children to try and identify

what the language reveals about the discourses related to ableism.

ECE Context for Disabled Learners in New Zealand

In New Zealand, as part of their licence, ECE settings are required to have a responsive and
inclusive environment to support children’s needs (MoE, 2008). As Macartney (2016) notes,
“In Aotearoa New Zealand, both early intervention (EIl) and ECCE services are responsible
for supporting the care and education of disabled-labelled children” (p. 3). New Zealand has a
diverse range of ECE services. The teaching and learning within these ECE services are
closely linked to the national ECE curriculum, Te Whariki, which is mandatory for all
licensed ECE services for children aged 0 to 5 years. Te Whariki provides an overall
curriculum framework for ECE services to guide their practices to be inclusive and

responsive to ‘all children’. The curriculum document defines outcomes for ECE settings
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related to knowledge, skills, attitudes, and offers pedagogical guidance for teachers on how
these expectations can be implemented. These outcomes are linked to the ECE’s service
“quality” which is reviewed and monitored by the Education Review Office. The Education
Review Office’s report also measures and informs on the outcomes of inclusion for ECE

settings.

Early intervention is a part of Learning Support Services, which is administered by the
Ministry of Education. The Early Intervention Service is a component of New Zealand’s
inclusive education policy “Success for All - Every School, Every Child” which aims to
achieve “a fully inclusive education system by 2014” (MoE, 2010, p. 1). These policy
documents set out the ‘discursive context’ within which the inclusion of disabled children is

perceived and implemented within ECE settings.

The Social and Historical Context for the Development of Te Whariki

The context in which Te Whariki was developed provides insight into its original goals and
values. Te Whariki was developed in the context of education reforms between the 1980s and
1990s. At that time, New Zealand was experiencing sweeping social and economic reforms
within a shift to the ideological right. In 1980 the ideologies of the new right were introduced
in New Zealand in response to the economic recession (Thrupp, 1999). The main aim of New
Right ideologies was to promote competition for more efficient production and minimum
state intervention in public services which included support for community services like
health, education and other welfare services (Thrupp, 1999). The ideologically-motivated
reforms in education focused initially on administrative frameworks and the development of

curriculum and assessment measures (Te One, 2003, 2013).

The development of Te Whariki began during the education reforms of the Labour
government in the period from 1984 to 1992. In the late 1980s, the Department of Education
ran several courses at Lopdell House in Auckland which provided “think-tank” forums for
policy formulation in ECE. The Department of Education Lopdell House forums involved
key people from ECE groups, including professionals such as teachers and academics (Lee et
al., 2013). In 1988, central government reviews of ECE, schooling and tertiary education
were conducted. The reviews led to the release of the government policy document Before
Five: Early Childhood Care and Education in New Zealand (Lange, 1988). Before Five
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presented a shared framework for philosophies and principles of ECE, which encouraged
ECE staff to discuss their programme’s philosophy with parents/whanau and improve the
quality of their services (Carr & May, 1993). Simultaneously, the recommendations received
from ECE professionals involved in the Department of Education Lopdell Houses courses
were developed as reports. The most important report for curriculum was the 1988 Lopdell
Curriculum Statement which identified 15 basic principles of a developmentally appropriate

ECE curriculum. The 15 basic principles were stated as follows:

the curriculum will enable all children to experience an environment in which: they learn
who they are, they learn in appropriate ways, decision-making is shared, they are safe,
they respect the natural environment, conflict is resolved peacefully, they are healthy, there
are goals for children, the importance of home and family is recognised, they relate
positively to each other, learning is not limited by gender, adults are learners, they enjoy
themselves, learning is not limited by race or colour, and people are accountable (Lee et
al., 2013, p. 9).

These 15 principles underpinned the later development of Te Whariki. In 1990, the Ministry
of Education (1990) “called for tenders from potential contractors” (as cited in Te One, 2013,
p. 12) to develop curriculum guidelines for the development of the ECE curriculum. The
contract for the development of the curriculum was granted to a team of ECE specialists, Dr
Helen May and Dr Margaret Carr based at The University of Waikato, and leading Maori
specialists, Dr Tamati Muturangi Reedy and Dr Tilly Te Koingo Reedy from Te Kohanga
Reo National Trust (Mutch, 2004). The partnership with Dr Tamati Muturangi Reedy and Dr
Tilly Te Koingo Reedy was important for weaving Maori and Pakeha cultural concepts into

Te Whariki (Te One, 2013).

From the beginning, the curriculum authors sought “to reflect the Treaty partnership of Maori
and Pakeha as a bicultural document model grounded in the context of Aotearoa-New
Zealand” (May, 2001, pp. 244-245), but there were also different pressures at work from
government. At the time of the development of Te Whariki, there was some push from the
government to link the curriculum guidelines of ECE to the school curriculum. The
government’s goal was to link the ECE guidelines to the school curriculum to show the clear
application of the ECE curriculum to school learning (Carr & May, 1993). Relatedly, there

were also concerns about the government introducing prescriptive assessment in ECE to align
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with the school curriculum (Carr & May, 1993). However, the authors of Te Whariki argued
that the governmental pressures could be contained within the play-based philosophy of
learning in ECE (Carr & May, 1993). In this contextual environment, the authors undertook a
new process of curriculum development that “treated content, process, context and evaluation
as interdependent features, an idea that could be traced back to the Basic Principles for an
Early Childhood Curriculum developed at Lopdell House” (Te One, 2013, p. 13). These
initiatives led to the development of Te Whariki (MoE, 1996).

Aspects of Te Whariki

The resulting curriculum framework document had a number of distinctive features. Te
Whariki contains four principles: empowerment/whakamana, holistic
development/kotahitanga, family and community/whanau tangata, and relationships/nga
hononga). There are also five strands: well-being/mana atua, belonging/mana whenua,
contribution/mana tangata, communication/mana reo, and exploration/ mana aottiroa.
Furthermore, each strand has goals for teachers that discuss the characteristics of facilitating
environments and pedagogies, and learning outcomes that provide support to assess
children’s progress (MoE, 1996, 2017).

The name Te Whariki (MoE, 1996, 2017) is of Maori origin and translates as a ‘woven mat’
for all to stand on (May, 2002). The metaphor of woven mat in the document represents the
interweaving of the four curriculum principles with the five curriculum strands to reflect the
vision of the curriculum that “children are competent and confident learners and
communicators, healthy in mind, body and spirit, secure in their sense of belonging and that
they make a valued contribution to society” (MoE, 1996, p. 9; MoE, 2017, p. 6). Te Whariki’s
translation of a woven floor mat also expects different ECE settings to interweave the
principles, strands and goals of Te Whariki with their ECE programmes’ philosophies,
structures and environments to develop a curriculum (MoE, 2017, p. 10). Thus, the metaphor
of ‘woven mat’ represents the non-prescriptive nature of the curriculum, which allows each
ECE service to interpret the principles and strands within the cultural values, practices and

needs of their local community (May, 2002).

Children with Special Needs
The original published curriculum, Te Whariki (MOE, 1996), had a separate section,

“including children with special needs”. This section states that:
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Te Whariki is designed to be inclusive and appropriate for all children and anticipates that
special needs will be met as children learn together in all kinds of early childhood
education settings. The programmes of each centre will incorporate strategies to fully
include children with special needs..... [As part of this commitment] “an Individual
Development Plan or Individual Education Plan (IDP or IEP) will be developed for any
children who require resources alternative or additional to those usually provided within an
early childhood education setting (MoE, 1996, p. 11).

Macartney (2011) argues that the above statement established a binary view of children with
and without special needs. She contends that the emphasis on separate assessment and
additional resources in the document can be seen to reinforce the view of disabled children as
‘others’. Her argument is that this view is implicitly based on an ableist assumption of
disability as lacking, and deviating from a ‘normal’ person. She contends that such a view
may encourage teachers to assume that the ethical responsibility for teaching disabled
children belongs to special education professionals. Recognising the potentially negative
impacts of the language of ‘children with special needs’ in marginalising disabled children,
during the revision process of Te Whariki, consideration was given to the implications of the
curriculum document for disabled children. In the report of the Advisory Group on Early
Learning (MoE, 2015), there was a suggestion to carefully consider the implementation of Te
Whariki for children with special educational needs, including updating the language used to
identify children with ‘special educational needs’ in the document. This suggestion was
important for critiquing the special education knowledge underlying the representation of

disabled children in the original curriculum document.

Revision of Te Whariki

The process of updating Te Whariki started in mid-2016. The Ministry of Education
appointed early learning experts and practitioners to develop the draft of an updated Te
Whariki. These experts and practitioners worked under the guidance of the original authors of
the curriculum. The updated curriculum has the same vision, principles, goals and strands.
The revisions in the updated Te Whariki are broadly related to changes in context, theory and
practices (MoE, 2017b).
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The significant changes in the updated document that are relevant for this study were the
addition of the concepts of inclusion and critical theory. In the document, the term “inclusion
encompasses gender and ethnicity, diversity of ability and learning needs, family structure
and values, socioeconomic status and religion” (p. 13). Thus, the focus of inclusion in the
document is not limited to disabled children but encompasses all children with differences.
Defining inclusion, the document promises to empower children to engage in learning which
caters to their individual needs and interests. Another significant change was the addition of
new theories and approaches underpinning the principles of Te Whariki. The document
includes a brief paragraph on critical theories, questioning the stereotyped assumptions
related to children’s culture, gender, and ability (MoE, 2017). These changes will be further
explored in my CDA of Te Whariki in the following section.

The Silenced Discourse of Disability

With the historical evolution of the document in mind, this section discusses whether and
how the discourse of inclusion in Te Whariki supports inclusive practices for disabled
children and their families, and examines the way in which disabled children are represented
in the document. “Te Whariki is an inclusive curriculum — a curriculum for all children.
Inclusion encompasses “gender and ethnicity, diversity of ability and learning needs, family
structure and values, socioeconomic status and religion” (p. 13). This statement of “inclusion
for all” highlights a social and educational understanding of inclusion that is not specific to
disabled children, but refers to every child. Te Whariki is underpinned by the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCROC) (United Nations General Assesmbly,
1989). The curriculum document espouses the Convention’s articles and intention in its four
foundational principles: Empowerment (Whakamana), Holistic Development (Kotahitanga),
Family and Community (Whanau Tangata) and Relationships (Nga Hononga). Broadly, the
UNCROC promotes inclusion as a basic human right. Convention Articles 28 and 29 state
that all children have an equitable right to an education that develops their ability, to strive,
thrive and reach their full potential, and respects their family, culture, languages and
identities (United Nations, 1989).

Moreover, the understanding of empowering and inclusive ECE is reflected in Te Ao Maori
world views underpinning the curriculum document. The curriculum principles and goals are

central to the Whanaungatanga approach, which values the contribution each child brings to
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the process of teaching and learning. Te Whariki highlights the importance of recognising and
upholding the mana of all children with the promise of providing an empowering curriculum,
Mana expresses an image of a child as a powerful, competent and capable learner. The role of
ECE teachers is to respect and value an individual child’s competencies, language and culture
to support the mana of each child and their family (MoE, 2017). The epistemic modality in
the following statements shows the authors’ certainty about and commitment to facilitating
an inclusive and empowering curriculum for all children (the underlined words are my
emphasis in the following statements). The curriculum document states that “every child will
experience an empowering curriculum that recognises and enhances their mana and supports
them to enhance the mana of others” (p. 18). Te Whariki holds the promise that “all children
will be empowered to learn with and alongside others by engaging in experiences that have
meaning for them” (p. 13). A fundamental expectation, aligning with the concept of mana, is
that “each service will offer a curriculum that recognises these rights and enables the active
participation of all children, including those who may need additional learning support” (p.
12). Enriched by UNCROC articles and Maori world views, Te Whariki promises disabled
children as ‘children first’ rights to equitable participation, attainment of their full potential,
and recognition of their identity (mana). However, to uphold the mana of disabled children,
it is crucial that their identity as a disabled child is recognised, and the value of their

individual and family experiences are clearly articulated in the document.

My CDA found that the document fails to actively constitute disability as an identity marker
in the wider context of diversity. My analysis of social actor representation aimed to identify
how disabled children are represented in the text of Te Whariki. The analysis noticed that
there is no explicit reference to the term ‘disability’ or ‘children with disabilities’ or ‘disabled
children’ in the document. Timberlake (2020) argues that the ubiquity of ableism requires
increasing attention to how disabled children are portrayed (including absences) in
educational policy. In Te Whariki disabled children may be included under “children who
need additional learning support” (MoE, 2017, p. 12). However, the curriculum document
fails to explicitly consider disability in the wider context of diversity. The term inclusion in
the curriculum encompasses “gender and ethnicity, diversity of ability and learning needs,
family structure and values, socioeconomic status and religion” (p. 13). The term disability is
missing in the statement. To ensure that ECE teachers respect and value an individual child’s

identity, language and culture to support the mana of children and their families (MoE, 2017),
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it is important that disability is explicitly recognised, valued and integrated into the

curriculum alongside other perspectives on diversity.

Furthermore, the discussion on disability discrimination is missing in the section on
theoretical perspectives and approaches underpinning Te Whariki. Since Te Whariki (MoE,
2017) is underpinned by critical theories, some statements in the curriculum broadly talk
about equity and discrimination. Te Whariki’s references to critical theories in the theoretical
perspectives section show the authors’ intentions for teachers to use them “to challenge
disparities, injustices, inequalities and perceived norms” (MoE, 2017, p. 62). However, there
is not any explicit and specific guidance for teachers on how they can use critical theory
perspectives to identify and challenge the implications of norms for disabled children. The
curriculum document also encourages teachers to provide opportunities for children to
discuss bias and challenge discriminatory attitudes. However, without any explicit reference
to disability discrimination like ableism in the curriculum, teachers might find it challenging
to use these perspectives to reflect on and challenge their ableist assumptions and provide
opportunities for children to discuss discrimination and the bias of ableism. If we are to
prepare children to counter social biases and bring about change in society, we need to pay
attention to the omission of disability and disability oppression like ableism in curricula
(Connor & Gabel, 2010). Furthermore, it is important that teachers should be critical of their
beliefs about disability and disabled children to understand the implications these beliefs can
have for the inclusion of disabled children (Ware, 2013). New Zealand ECE research shows
that teachers’ deficit beliefs about disabled children can become barriers to providing an
inclusive curriculum (Lyons, 2021; Macartney, 2011; Purdue, 2009). To provide equitable
learning opportunities to disabled children, teachers should “be aware of the history of people
with disabilities, their subjection to ableism, and their struggle for rights as citizens” (Connor,

2016, p. 228).

DSE provides a framework that can help teachers question taken for granted views about
disability, rethink their interactions with disabled children, and empower teachers to see
disability as a difference of ‘being’. Furthermore, explicit reference to the term ‘disability’
and ‘disabled children’ in the curriculum will help children develop the positive learner
identity of a disabled person. Using the term ‘disabled’ children or ‘children with disabilities’

is a source of pride, identity and recognition that there are disabling barriers that exist within
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society and not within an individual child. This recognition is imperative as it makes us
realise and accept disability as a difference, where disability is not a fixed but a fluid and
relational concept. Moreover, embracing disability as an identity critiques the perceived
‘norm’ as it subjugates the homogenous view of childhood and recognises disabled children’s

ways of being and learning.

The Discourse of Developmental Psychology

The second discourse found in Te Whariki is the discourse of developmental psychology,
representing the dominant understanding of the ‘normal’ child. This discourse is a site where
ableism resides in the expectations and prioritisation of ‘normal’ child development and the
discounting of experiences of disabled children (Ervelles, 2011). The discourse of
developmental psychology can be identified in the following statement in Te Whariki (MoE,
2017). “While all children are different and their learning trajectories are influenced by the

social and cultural context, there are nevertheless typical characteristics and patterns that can

be observed in the years from birth to school entry” (p. 13). My CDA of the above statement
identified an existential assumption. An existential assumption is a type of implicit
assumption which is important for understanding the hidden ideology in the text that shapes
the capacity to exercise power and, to a certain extent, produce taken for granted knowledge
in society (Fairclough, 2003). The existential assumption in the above statement tells us about
the authors’ certainty of taken for granted truths about typical characteristics of learning and
development. Thus, this statement seems to set an “ableist regulatory norm” (Campbell,

2009, p. 1) of typical development in children observed from birth until the school years. This
statement may send a message that ‘normal’ is prioritised or that a particular way of being
could be dominant, excluding other ways of being. It is noticeable that this statement
acknowledges variations in children’s learning trajectories in different social and cultural
contexts. However, the ways in which impairment experiences of autistic and other disabled
children may inform their development trajectories are not reflected in the curriculum.
Rietveld (2008) argues that ignoring the impact of children's impairment-related differences
on their development and learning experiences can negatively impact children’s belonging
and opportunities for learning. Without guidance about how impairment experiences of
disabled children impact their development, participation and quality of life, ECE teachers
may find it difficult to engage all children in their learning and make children feel that they

belong. Recognition of how children’s lived experiences are affected by social, educational

123



and learning barriers is also important to understand and critique disablism practices in ECE,

and to promote ‘inclusion for all’.

Discourse is powerful in constructing identity and revealing assumptions (Fairclough, 2003).
Te Whariki is a guiding document in ECE, the language used in the curriculum that highlights
the discourse of developmental psychology shape the ways teachers understand, interact and
engage with children. When teachers using the discourse of developmental psychology
interact with autistic children, the discourse of developmental psychology plays a powerful
role in pathologizing children’s unique ways of being and constructing children as deficient
in relation to ‘normal’ children. In this way, the binary of normal/abnormal children is

constructed.

The statement about ‘typical patterns and characteristics’ that flows from a developmental
discourse can be contradicted by another underlying discourse of the child as a social
construct in Te Whariki. The discourse of the child as a social construct is evident in the
social-cultural theories of teaching and learning underpinning Te Whariki. The social-cultural
perspective embedded in the strand of Mana Tangata (contribution) values the uniqueness
that each child brings to the table as affirmed in the curriculum's statement that “each child
learns in their own way, which means there can be wide variation in the rate and timing of
learning and in developing the capacity to apply new knowledge and skills in different
contexts” (MoE, 2017, p. 13). This statement provides a different viewpoint to the statement
on typical characteristics of development. Further, the statement here reminds teachers to
consider the difference in the time and rate of learning and development of each individual
child. The deontic modality in the following statement identifies how authors of the
document resist developmental comparison of children by advising “kaiako to avoid making
unnecessary developmental comparisons between children, recognising that developmental
progress varies” (p. 38). Although these statements recognise differences in children’s
development and contradict the developmental psychology discourse, it is important for
teachers to be conscious of the language of “typical learning and development” and the effect
of developmental psychology discourse when engaging with autistic and other disabled

children.
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A Tension between Rights-based and Special Education Discourses

ECE scholars argue that prescribed truths about ‘normal’ child development have real
implications for regulating children’s bodies and confining and dictating the possibilities of
what children’s bodies can and cannot do (Antonsen, 2019; MacNaughton, 2005). The
expectations of normal child development may position ECE teachers as power and authority
figures, responsible for producing bodies in a society that promotes sameness and
homogeneity (MacNaughton, 2005). These assumptions underlying developmental
psychology and special education seem to be evident in the following statement from Te
Whariki: “Although learning and development generally follow a predictable sequence, for
some children progress in some areas may require further assessment, planning, intervention
and support” (p. 13). The contradiction between rights-based and special education
discourses is evident in a way these statements may indicate the expectations for normal
patterns of learning and development and the imperative for the child with a disability to go
through the process of “further assessment, planning, intervention and support” to catch up
with the typical developmental trajectory. An alternative reading of these statements also
seems to reflect the commitment of Te Whariki to support the rights of disabled children to
receive extra support to ensure they have equitable learning opportunities in their ECE

setting.

A possibility for additional support and intervention is also expressed in the following
statement: “From time to time, external expertise may be called on to support children’s
learning. This is important for all children, but particularly so for those who need additional
learning support” (p. 64). The explicit modality in the above statements suggests the
curriculum authors’ conceptions of the need to involve external expertise to support
children’s participation as outlined in key international law and conventions like UNCRPD
and UNCROC (United Nations General Assembly, 1989, 2006). In addition to these
statements, there is another telling comment in the assessment planning and evaluation
section, which shows an implicit assumption about what is desirable and necessary (the
underlined words are my emphasis in the following statements). This statement says:

“Identifying the learning, progress to date, possible next steps, and whether additional support

is required are the core elements in a formative assessment process” (p. 64). The above

statement implies that teachers can use formative assessments to identify children who would
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benefit from additional support, and disabled children are likely to be labelled as requiring

extra support.

The reference to ‘additional support’ is not problematic in itself, but may be problematic if it
is discussed in isolation from system-level approaches to modifying the teaching, learning
and social environment. The absence of system-level approaches, alongside additional
support statements, may shape ECE teachers’ thinking that the problem lies with an
individual child. The focus of teachers’ practice may remain on identifying ‘additional needs’
of children, diverting their attention from consideration of the teaching pedagogies, learning

and social environment that disable children.

Thus, it would be incorrect to say that providing extra support and intervention is wrong.
However, there is a need for vigilance about the fine line between improving the experiences
of disabled children in ECE and promoting ableist preferences of perfect health and
wholeness (Goodley, 2014) by requiring children to fit perceived standards of normality.
Therefore, | argue that extra support and intervention programmes for disabled children and
any other child are not wrong, provided that the programmes also support changes in teaching

curriculum, social and learning environment.

To advance such changes, DSE delivers a framework for reimagining special education
support through the lens of Universal Design for Learning. UDL in ECE calls for teachers to
plan the learning environment and activities considering the diverse needs of children to
ensure all children can participate (Conn-Powers et al., 2006; Underwood et al., 2012). UDL
appeals for “designing early education settings so all children, as equal and valued members
of the program, may access and engage in all learning opportunities, learn from a common
curriculum according to their individual strengths and abilities, and demonstrate their
learning in multiple ways” (Conn-Powers et al., 2006, p. 6). Therefore, in the UDL
framework, disabled children are not considered a separate category who require additional
support; rather, disability is seen as part of diversity in children's abilities who need to be

accommodated in education settings.
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Section Summary

My CDA has identified an important silenced discourse in Te Whariki as well as a number of
significant discourses in the text. The silent discourse is that of disability; this absence may
marginalise the voices of disabled children and their families and make it difficult for
teachers to challenge ableism. The influential discourses which have been identified in the
text are those of the rights-based discourse of inclusion, developmental psychology, and

special education.
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Section Overview

The second section of the policy analysis chapter reports on the CDA of the Success for All
policy, for which guidelines were first released in 2010. However, my CDA examined the
latest published paper of Success for All: Special Education—Briefing to Incoming Minister

(MoE, 2014), because it describes the policy components in detail.

The Social and Historical Context of Inclusive Education Policy in New

Zealand

This section briefly discusses the historical and social context of inclusive education in New
Zealand. The discussion outlines the development of Special Education Policy (SPE) 2000
(MOE, 1996) and the development of the revised policy document Success for All (MoE,
2010). This discussion is essential to understand how inclusive education for disabled
children evolved over time and shaped thinking about disabled children in recent times in the

ECE context in New Zealand.

In the history of inclusive education in New Zealand, as in many other Western countries,
disabled people were institutionalised in separate settings, often under hospital authorisation
(Mitchell & Mitchell, 1985). The medical beliefs and practices of institutionalisation in
which disabled people were considered less than fully human and separated in segregated
education and care settings can be seen to have been rooted in ableism. These discriminatory
practices continued until the late 1960s. During the early 1970s, the human rights movement
started worldwide, where disadvantaged groups demanded equal rights with their non-
disabled peers. The human rights movement targeted discriminatory practices, policies and
attitudes that prevented disabled people from having equal access to all aspects of community
life (Porter, 1988). As a result, the government in New Zealand and governments worldwide
reflected on how people with disabilities were perceived and treated by the education and
social systems (Brown, 1997; Greaves, 2003). New Zealand joined the mainstreaming
movement in the early 1980s, which resulted in the disestablishment of segregated settings
with satellite classes established in regular schools (Greaves, 2003). Later, this
mainstreaming model led to the development of the first guidelines of the Special Education
Policy in 1996.
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Special Education Policy 2000

The Special Education Policy 2000 “restructured the way in which resources and service
provision” were allocated to “learners with special education needs” (Massey University &
MoE, 1999, p. 5). Therefore, the SPE 2000 was recognised as a “funding policy, not a
“professional practice policy” (Coleman, 2011, p. 10). Nevertheless, SPE 2000, as a funding
policy, inevitably had implications for professional education practice for disabled learners
(Coleman, 2011). SPE 2000 had a vision of providing a “world-class inclusive education
system” in New Zealand by 2005 (MoE, 1996, p. 5). The policy guidelines consisted of three
levels that focused on children with special needs in ECE settings, schools, and special
education agencies. The first level focused on the services and support for children with very
high needs. The second level included providing services and support for children with
moderate needs. The third level consisted of an Early Intervention Service (EIS) for young
children. EIS is provided by a group of professionals for children who have severe to
moderate developmental and learning disabilities, behavioural or communication difficulties.
These professionals work with family, education support workers, and ECE settings to plan
Individual Education Plans (IEPS) to support children’s inclusion in ECE settings and at
home. Underlying the three levels was a provision for professional development and training

for teachers and schools to support the policy's implementation. (MoE, 1996).

Undoubtedly, SPE 2000 provided a significant shift from the segregated education system to
an inclusive and ecological (social) approach to disability (Kearney & Kane, 2006).
However, scholars critiqued the special education knowledge base underlying the funding
system of the policy. In particular, for ECE, the critiques were targeted at the Early
Intervention Service (EIS). The EIS is an essential component of the policy, focussing on the
early identification of and intervention for children with special needs. New Zealand ECE
researchers have critiqued the special education philosophy underlying early identification
and intervention (Macartney, 2011; Purdue, 2009; Rutherford, 2008). These scholars argued
that the targeted funding system in SPE 2000 was based on identifying and labelling young
children with special education needs, which positions children as the responsibility of
special education experts and may contribute to disabled children’s exclusion. These critiques
demanded a shift from a resource-based funding system to the rights-based view of an
inclusive education system that ensures changes in attitudes and effective teaching.

Moreover, with the increasing demand for special education services and systemic
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weaknesses, a review of SPE 2000 was conducted which led to the development of the

Success for All policy.

Success for All-Every School, Every Child

Success for All-Every School, Every Child formalises the government’s overall intention and
direction for special education for 2010-2014. The overarching objective of the policy
remains the provision of a world-class inclusive education system. In the statement of intent
2010-2015, the authors states that:

Children with special needs have difficulty actively participating in regular ECE settings
without appropriate support. Many of these children will start school at a disadvantage to
their peers. We need to increase participation rates for these groups while maintaining

high-quality provision for all (MoE, 2010, p. 11).

As a part of this commitment, the Ministry of Education states that it will:
Work with ECE providers, families, whanau and communities [and health agencies]. to
ensure that we identify and respond early to children with special educational needs. We
will work with those communities to ensure that our early intervention services for
children with special education needs are promoted and delivered appropriately (MoE,
2010, p. 14).

The Success for All policy has the same components as SPE 2000. A significant change is
related to the development of the fourth tier, Positive Behaviour for Learning (PB4L):
School-Wide. PB4L aims to create an inclusive environment that promotes positive
behaviour and learning at home, and school or in ECE settings. PB4L provides programmes,
initiatives and services for three types of interventions. At the first intervention, behaviour
crisis response services are provided to the school and ECE settings in the case of serious
misconduct to stabilise the situation, ensure safety and prevent further deterioration of the
school and the ECE setting’s reputation. The second intervention is targeted and preventive,
including the Incredible Years Programme for Teachers and Parents and restorative practices.
The Incredible Years programme is designed for teachers and parents of children (three to

eight years) who have behavioural needs. The programme provides positive behaviour
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strategies to teachers and parents to help manage children's disruptive behaviour by creating a
positive behaviour environment. The third intervention of PB4L is a school-wide
preventative programme that focuses on increasing staff capability and confidence in schools
and early learning centres to identify children with special education needs and provide the

support and environment children need.

In summary, the Success for All policy supports the political rights of disabled children to
learn and participate equitably in their ECE settings and offers suggestions around making
learning settings accessible for disabled learners. However, the knowledge base of special
education that focuses on early identification and remediation of disability remained
unchanged in the policy (MoE, 2010). This argument will be further unpacked in my CDA of
the latest publication of Success for All: Special Education—Briefing to Incoming Minister
(MoE, 2014).

The Rhetorical Discourse of Inclusion: The Rights-Based or Special

Education Discourses?

The first discourse found in Success for All policy relevant to this study is the rhetorical
discourse of inclusion. My CDA found the discourse of the rights-based approach to
inclusion in Success for All policy (MoE, 2014). Inclusion from a rights-based approach
supports disabled children’s rights to equitable education and demands changes in the
teaching curriculum and school environment to meet diverse needs (Kearney, 2016). By
contrast, the special education approach to inclusion is constructed to identify the child’s
needs, obtain the diagnosis, and remediate/normalise the child’s differences (Higgins et al.,
2009; Rutherford, 2011).

The rights-based approach to inclusion can be seen in the following statement of the Success
for All document. The policy defined inclusive schools as ones "where all students participate
fully in the life of their school feel they belong and are learning” (MoE, 2014, p. 9). My
analysis of social actor representation aimed to identify how disabled children are represented
in the Success for All policy. My social actor representation analysis identified that students
with special needs are presented as active members in the following statements (the

underlined words are my emphasis). The document state that “students with special education

131



needs have the same rights to enrol and receive an education in a state school or early
childhood education facility as students who do not have special education needs” (MoE,

2014, p. 8). It continues that “under the Education Act 1989, people who have special

education needs (whether because of disability or otherwise) have the same rights to enrol

and receive education at state schools as people who do not" (MoE, 2014, p. 9).

The above statements appear to recognise the rights of children with special needs to access,
participate and receive a quality education without discrimination in their ECE settings like
their non-disabled peers. However, the Ministry of Education does not collect any
information regarding enrolment, suspension and achievements of disabled children in ECE
settings. The lack of accountability may result in disabled children and their families’

experiences of inclusion and exclusion remaining invisible in ECE.

The rights-based approach also seems to highlight the importance of a collaborative approach

to inclusion in Success for All. The document states that “we also need to make sure that

schools and early childhood services are becoming more inclusive in a collaborative way
with principals, the education and disability sectors, parents, whanau and communities” (p.
3). The statement seems to recognise the need for a supportive and collaborative relationship
with families/whanau and the wider community, building an alliance with teachers in ECE
settings with limited understanding of disability. However, My CDA found that although
there is an emphasis on the rights of disabled children within the Success for All policy, the
special education discourse is also present in Success for All creating a view of inclusive
education based on “two values” (Norwich, 2008, p. 138) for disabled learners in New

Zealand.

Special education discourse is evident in the policy in the terminology of "students with
special needs” or “special needs students”. This language usage may justify exclusion, where
the ‘special education needs’ label is imposed on certain children whose developmental and
learning trajectories do not fit the notion of ‘normalcy’ in the education system. The label of
special education locates the problem with an individual child’s body and mind, thereby
suggesting the ableist divide between children who have severe to mild extraordinary
conditions and those who do not have them (Runswick-Cole & Hodge, 2009). Moreover, the
special education system distracts the focus away from structural barriers in the education

context and teaching to embodied differences that is devalued.
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Furthermore, a contradictory view of inclusive and special education perspectives as
belonging together is evident in the following statement. "Inclusive education is a goal that
underpins all aspects of the special education continuum” (MoE, 2014, p. 14). The implicit
assumption is important in order to understand the hidden ideology in the text that shapes the
capacity to exercise power and, to a certain extent, taken for granted knowledge in society
(Fairclough, 2003). This statement which presents inclusive and special education as one
element of the education system provides a view of inclusion as underpinned by special
education perspectives. Such an alliance between inclusion and the traditional special
education discourse has been criticised as unfavourable for inclusion (Florian, 2015; Slee,
2001, 2011). Florian (2015) argues that seeing inclusive education as a form of special
education is problematic as both underpin different approaches. While special education
focuses on individual needs, inclusive education emphasises “individual needs in

sociocultural context in which learning takes place” (p. 7).

The special education discourse in Success for All can be recognised in epistemic modality.
The epistemic modality in the following statements suggests the authors’ beliefs in special

education as an important tool to identify and fix a child’s deficits. The document states that

about one in ten children and young people in early learning centres and schools receive
special education support each year. Without this additional support, these children and
young people will struggle to achieve their potential” (p. 4). “We have implemented
initiatives in recent years so we can identify students with special education needs earlier
and more effectively. This includes the universal new-born hearing and early intervention
services, as well as B4 School checks. More children are being identified, which increases

the expectation of support (p. 28).

The above statements inform ECE practices of early diagnosis and subsequent intervention to
provide support to children as soon as possible. These statements may be reproduced in ECE
teachers’ practices through identifying children’s developmental delays and initiating
referrals to early intervention services to support children’s participation. Consequently,
teacher practice may focus on identifying ‘additional needs’ of children, and the role of
teaching pedagogies and the education system in disabling children may remain

unquestioned.
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Rutherford and MacArthur (2018) argue that despite Success for All policy’s commitment to
inclusive education, “a categorical and service-oriented approach remains whereby students
whose bodies, minds, senses and/or behaviours are considered to fall beyond the boundaries of
‘normal” must prove their needs for additional supports” (p. 369). Informed by the special
education discourse, teachers may view inclusion merely as a practice of seeking special
education interventions to support children’s participation. However, inclusion is more than
providing special education support, and attendance of disabled children in ECE settings.
From DSE perspectives, inclusion as a practice explicitly recognises and embraces the
differences of children through recognising their lived experiences and making changes in the

teaching and learning environment.

The potentially contradictory views of inclusive and special education in Success for All can
be seen in the deontic modality in the following statement. The policy states that “teaching
must be responsive to the needs of all students”. “We need to make sure that the ability to
teach students with special education needs is a core part of teaching within every classroom”
(p. 10). The first statement of teaching responsively to all students seems to reflect the
inclusive teaching approach where teachers are charged with consideration of the individual
differences of the learners. However, the second statement suggests the need to ensure
teachers have “the ability to teach” children with special needs in classrooms. Citing the need
for the ability to teach children with special needs may reflect the influence of special
education discourse in the Success for All policy. New Zealand research showed that teachers
hold the perception that specialist knowledge is important to facilitate inclusion (Black-
Howkins & Florian, 2012; Morton & McMenamin, 2011). The statement may reinforce the
ableist view that disabled learners are not equally capable of receiving the education that non-
disabled children receive; therefore, teaching disabled children requires different skills and
abilities. Here the emphasis seems to be on teachers’ ability to teach disabled children rather
than teachers focusing on modifying their current teaching styles to meet the learning needs

of all children.

Thus, the special education discourse in Success for All could be problematic for the inclusive
education intention of the policy that recognises every child being present, and participating
in learning and belonging. Assuring equitable access to learning opportunities requires

critical reflection about how the special education discourse and its associated ableist
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assumptions can hinder the inclusion of disabled children. This requires system-level support
that commits to rejecting the ability-based segregation of children in education policy and

recognises the learning needs and identities of disabled and other marginalised children.

The following is the second discourse found in my CDA of Success for All policy, neoliberal

ableism.

The Discourse of Neoliberal-ableism

Another discourse uncovered in the text of Success for All policy is the discourse of
neoliberal ableism. As discussed in the CDA of Te Whariki, neoliberalism’s focus on
individualism and productivity is problematic for the social goal of inclusion in ECE. In
neoliberal ideology, special education discourse plays an important role in the surveillance,
categorisation, and normalisation of disabled children who are considered to be disrupting the
normalcy of ‘neoliberal ideals’ (non-disabled) in the education system (Runswick-Cole,
2011). In this regard, the discourse of special education under the market-based model
ensures that the education system runs as smoothly as possible by remediating differences of
disabled children through special education services, which are often justified as meeting the
needs of children (Barton, 2000). The discourse of neoliberalism is evident in my CDA of
Success for All where special education practices provide a powerful and legitimising way of
including disabled children. The neoliberal ideology in the text of Success for All is
uncovered by analysing implicit assumptions in the following statements. The document

states that “special education is important for the future success of New Zealand and New

Zealanders. It helps all children and young people achieve their potential, leading to better

outcomes for them, their communities and broader society” (p. 31). The document also notes

that “special education is vital if we are to ensure all children achieve their potential. When
we deliver the right services and support for children and young people to be present,
participating and learning in education, they go on to have better lives and require less

support as adults” (p. 8).

The above statements suggest implicit value assumptions about what is necessary and
important. Fairclough (2009) pointed out that the value assumptions in a text identify the
particular ideology of hegemony and universalisation. The above statements may legitimise

the discourse of ‘neoliberal ableism’ by sending messages that special intervention and
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services are important in the lives of disabled children so that they can become self-sufficient
and independent individuals who require less support as adults and achieve better outcomes
for themselves and the country’s future economic development. Peters (2013) notes that the
view of the development of future citizens is a way to encourage an individual to take care of
their financial matters and be economically independent without state intervention.
Therefore, “within neoliberal discourse, disability and difference are constructed as private
‘problems’, deficits and lacks in and of individuals” (Lyons, 2021, p. 9) rather than
questioning the system. Accordingly, the above statements in the Success for All policy may
imply the discourse of neoliberalism that privileges able-bodied individuals who lessen state
financial burdens as opposed to those who are economically dependent and require support.
In this regard, the policy recognised special education services as an important way to
manage the ‘disability’ so that disabled children become independent adults who require less

or no support from the government.

Furthermore, the discourse of neoliberalism in Success for All indicates investment in
teachers' professional development to increase their capabilities to identify children with
behavioural difficulties and support them to manage their behaviour. The document states
that:

In the face of rising demand, we need to maximise the impact of current resources. In
recent years, we've worked with schools and education providers to lift their capability to
identify and better manage children and young people with special education needs. For
example, signs of behavioural issues can be identified before a specialist, one-on-one
support is needed. This allows support to be given to children much earlier, at a lower cost,
and with a greater likelihood of resolving the difficulty (MoE, 2014, p. 29)

The above statement marks the deontic modality, where the authors seem to advise that
school and ECE staff are accountable for identifying and managing children with special
needs. This is done by increasing the capacity of education staff through a programme like
Positive Behaviour For Learning (PB4L). PBA4L is the fourth component of the Success for
All policy with three intervention programmes. Fergusson et al. (2013) note that PB4L reflect
“an increasing focus in New Zealand health, education and social policy on the identification,
implementation and evaluation of programmes and interventions aimed at the prevention,

treatment and management of conduct problems in young people” (p. 51). Within PB4L, one
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of the interventions is the Incredible Years for Teachers Programme (I'YTP), aimed at
providing teachers with behavioural strategies that help teachers change children’s disruptive
behaviour into a positive one. The Ministry of Education (2013) states that positive behaviour
“is a prerequisite to improving the engagement and achievement of our children and young
people” (p. 4). Positive behaviour outcomes in children are measured in relation to

individual children’s behaviour rather than a change in teaching curriculum, ECE settings
routines and learning environment. In this regard, the neoliberal agenda in Success for All
seems to guide teachers’ practice to focus on managing children’s behaviour so that they can
become productive and responsible citizens, rather than nourishing human values, and
recognising and respecting diversity and reciprocity in classrooms. Thus, countering ableism
requires teachers to question the dominant neoliberal notion of education and adopt the
ethical and moral principles in inclusive education to recognise and value the diverse needs of

children.

Section Summary

My CDA of Success for All policy has revealed the tensions in the inclusive education
approach, marked by the discourses of special education and neoliberalism. These dominant
discourses may reinforce ableism as they are constructed on the perceived idea of normalcy
and valuable citizenship and shape the selves of disabled children through special education
practices of identification and remediation of disability. | also indicate how these dominant
discourses could inform ECE teachers’ practices and negatively impact the inclusive
education vision of the policy. The following three chapters report findings from my CDA of

the case study’s data.
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Chapter Six: Exploring the Framing of Disability, Inclusion and
Autism at Shemrock

Chapter Overview

This chapter explores the construction of disability and inclusive education by the teachers at
Shemrock (the chosen ECE setting), and examines the ways in which these may be informed
by ableism. The data presented in this chapter are derived from my semi-structured individual
interviews with teachers. Drawing from the social constructionist paradigm and using
thematic analysis, | gave primacy to the participants' views by identifying the themes from
the interview transcripts. | then interpreted themes using Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA),
informed by the theoretical perspective of Disability Studies in Education (DSE), to analyse
the language used by the participants. The guiding question for this analysis was: what does
the language used by the participants tell us about the discourses that support the inclusion of
autistic children at Shemrock or become barriers to their inclusion? There are various
discourses that inform the ideas of inclusion and exclusion in ECE. These include discourses
of developmentalism, special education, and the medical discourse of disability. These
discourses can also be seen to reflect ableism and can shape the principles and practices of
inclusive education. The chapter is divided into three sections. The first section explores the
participants’ understanding of disability. The second section discusses the participants’
perceptions of inclusion and inclusive practices. The last section reflects on participants’

experiences of working with autistic children.

Teachers’ Understanding of Disability

Kang (2009) notes that teachers construct disability based on their own beliefs, attitudes, and
experiences, which are influenced by the social values of people in the education context and
society. The teacher participants in this research are all female. Those interviewed included
three teachers, a curriculum leader, and an Education Support Worker who were closely
involved in working with autistic children at Shemrock (see Chapter Four for the

demographic profile of participants).

The following section presents five examples of how language was used by participants to

describe their understanding of the term ‘disability’.
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The excerpts presented here were in response to the interview questions: “What do you
understand by the term ‘disability’? And what are your experiences of working with disabled
children?” (see Appendix A, B & C for interview schedules). Two key themes were identified
from the interviews. The first theme shows an understanding of disability which is premised
on an entanglement of two models of disability, the medical and the social models. The
second theme demonstrates how the participants’ understandings of disability were shaped by
their personal experiences. However, participants varied in the extent to which their

responses reflected each of these models.

Entanglement between the Medical and Social Models of Disability

The first excerpt is drawn from a conversation with Sofia, a teacher at Shemrock that shows a

complex mix of discourses:

Excerpt 6.1: Individual Teacher Interview
Sofia (teacher): Disability is when people struggle in doing their daily stuff and need extra
support to carry out their daily routine. The help disabled people require to carry out their
tasks depends on the type and severity of their disability.
Sofia: When you say disabled, you mean that people with physical disability only, isn’t it?
Researcher: No, I am talking about physical, intellectual and developmental disabilities
(e.g. children with autism, ADHD and learning disabilities).
Sofia: Okay. If it’s physical, then it’s about making them comfortable, but if it is mental,
we need to provide extra support. One should treat them as fair. We should not judge them
and their abilities. In my view, disabled people could be different, but not like the disabled

in their abilities.

Sofia’s understanding of disability appears tentative. First, she seems to describe disability
from the medical model as an individual’s inability to perform their daily routine, which
requires them to have help to carry out their activities. Sofia’s understanding of disability as a
limitation may be primarily informed by her understanding of people who are physically
disabled. Therefore, she sought the researcher’s confirmation of the meaning of disability.

Sofia's understanding could be influenced by the dominant medical model that sees a
person’s functional limitations as a cause of disadvantage that they experience and presumes

that disabled people are helpless and unable to do things for themselves. Therefore, the

139



expectation is that disabled people need extra help to feel comfortable in their environment
and carry on with their lives. However, she also seems to acknowledge the role of society’s
judgement about disabled people’s abilities as a barrier to a fair society. Sofia’s words such
as “fair” and “not judge” may reflect the rights-based discourse of disability. These values

appear to exist in tandem with thinking influenced by the medical model of disability.

A mix of discourses in describing disability also appears in Sherry’s (Education Support
Worker) statement.
Excerpt 6. 2: Individual Interview
Sherry: Hmmm.....I think the difficulty in language, understanding, social skills and
physical limitation to do anything. I think people with a negative attitude toward disability

can make them more disabled rather than help them overcome their disability.

Sherry’s understanding of disability can be seen to closely align with both the medical and
social models of disability. She described disability as a functional limitation that impacts a
person’s activity. She also considered the role of negative societal attitudes in disabling
individuals. The contradictions between her views are evident when she focuses on
disablement, locating the problem in society's negative attitude toward disability while
granting the power to the same society to help disabled people overcome their disability.
Sherry’s understanding of disability seems to reflect the dominant medical model in ECE and
society that sees disability as a disorder that needs to be treated and overcome while

simultaneously allocating blame to society.

The idea of overcoming disability is also a core characteristic of ableism that privileges
‘normal’ children and expects disabled children to overcome their disability to be considered
in the range of ‘normal’ development and behaviours in ECE settings. In this regard, the
description of the ‘normal’ child within developmental psychology reinforces the discourse

of special education that plays a role in remediating and overcoming disability.

By contrast, Stevie’s understanding aligns well with the social model of disability.

Excerpt 6. 5: Individual Interview
Stevie (curriculum leader and a teacher): Disability covers a variety of things. It is not

just the label that we give to a certain condition. It is a label as far as | am concerned to a
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group of people based on characteristics that they display whether they are just blind or
deaf or have learning or social disabilities. Disability is a label that we use for a group of
people. | believe the environment plays a huge role in enabling a disability to foster and

grow. Environment influences the way people engage with people with disabilities.

Stevie’s understanding of disability can be unpacked at two levels. First, she defined
disability as a label that is assigned to a group of people based on impairment. Secondly, she
talked about society’s role in enabling disability through the way non-disabled people interact
and engage with disabled people. Like Sofia and Sherry, but expressed more decisively,
Stevie’s views of disability seem to be informed by some tenets of the social model of

disability, locating problems within attitudes of non-disabled people toward disability.

Understanding Disability from Lived Experiences

Different responses were evident in participants’ beliefs about disability when two teachers

talked about their personal experiences of disability. Here these teachers attribute the

‘problem’ of disability to society rather than within an individual child. Cherie’s comments

are presented here:

Excerpt 6. 3: Individual Interview
Cherie: Disability is not losing an arm or leg. Though you do have impaired abilities, you
are not disabled. It’s the cognitive difference that you are not able to do things. The reason
| say this [is] because | have a brother who was born with one and a half arms. | grew up
with him. When you said to define disability, I thought even though my brother had body
harnesses and had a limb missing, he was not disabled. He was able to do things everyone
else did but slower. So, to me they are not disabled. You can make them disabled by the

way you treat them.

The attitude of our social environment really matters in the way they create disability. If
teachers and parents have a negative view of disability, then they cannot help children to
achieve their goals or may not provide them with equal opportunities that they provide to
other children. Sometimes having a small physical area can hinder their ability to move
from one place to another. Some disabilities are invisible until you talk to that person then

later realise that he has autism or a learning disability. People with invisible disabilities
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don’t get much benefit from our physical environment as it is created keeping in mind the

needs of a normal person.

Cherie's view of disability seems to be substantially informed by her brother’s experience of
physical disability. Cherie’s comments suggest that she does not consider physical
differences such as her brother’s missing arm a disability. She believes that her brother’s
physical disability does not impact his ability to perform tasks that an able-bodied person can
do. Cherie’s words “it’s the cognitive difference that you are not able to do things” (Line 2,
Excerpt 6.3) acknowledge cognitive differences as a disability because they impact a person's

cognitive ability to perform tasks.

Cherie’s comments align with the social model of disability in her explanation of disability
not as an individual limitation but as a result of negative social responses toward disability.
Cherie’s statements indicate she appreciates the role of physical and social norms in disabling
individuals with impairment. She believes that the physical environment of society is
designed to serve those who are normal and in the majority. She seems to believe that the
disadvantages and restrictions of activity caused by the physical environment are not only
limited to those with physical disabilities, but also to those who have cognitive disabilities
that are sometimes invisible. Thus, Cherie’s understanding of disability appears to be
informed by the social model of disability as she acknowledges that negative attitudes and the
design of the physical world are barriers to equitable opportunities. The importance of
removing physical, conceptual, and social barriers to children’s learning and participation is
also articulated in Te Whariki (MoE, 2017). Cherie’s understanding of disability seems to
align with the discourse of inclusion that focuses on children’s rights and removing barriers to
learning as evident in Te Whariki (MoE, 2017) and other key international policy documents
related to children’s rights and inclusion (UNESCO, 1994; UNCROC, 1989).
Neah, another teacher, also drew on her personal experiences when defining disability. She
said:
Excerpt 6. 4: Individual Interview

Neah: Disability is something that hinders and stops you from moving at the pace at

which society expects you to move. Something that hinders your daily life activities and

tasks. Disability is like a challenge that a person has. Like my disability is hearing. | am

hard of hearing. But people won’t just label it as a disability. But it does slow my pace of
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moving forward because | cannot hear. And disability is not just about physical limitation

and could be like hearing or intellectual disability.

I grew up as a child who had a hearing difficulty. So, | feel connected with deaf children
or any other children who have disabilities. My own experience has informed my beliefs
about disability. | think disabled children should be given the opportunities to thrive in
their life like other children. It depends on the perception of the people they are dealing
with in everyday life. A person who holds a negative perception about disability can let
the child down due to their disability. The attitudes of other people matter in terms of
opportunities that children with disabilities get to achieve their life goals and our physical
environment. I don’t think people realise how important is our physical environment. [ am
speaking from a personal experience. We had a father with dwarfism who we never met
until he came to our centre one day. We had a doorbell that he could not reach. Luckily, a
teacher was near the door, and she heard that parent calling, “open the door please,” and
we were like ok. Those who have dwarfism cannot reach the door handle. But we have a
sort of assumption that people can open the door, but they cannot. I think that disability as

a concept needs to be more open in our society.

Neah's understanding of disability seems to be informed by the relational model of disability
embedded in the DSE perspectives that see disability as an interactive experience between the
individual with the environment and barriers in society. Sharing her personal experience,
Neah understands her hearing difficulty as a limitation that stops her from moving at the
same pace as non-disabled people in society. Neah’s understanding of disability suggests
disability as a lived experience resulting from her interaction with the society that is designed
for ‘normal’ people of which hearing ability is expected. In this context, Neah’s comments
suggest that society creates barriers and limits opportunities for her to move and participate in

society in ways that ‘normal’ people do.

Furthermore, Neah's example of a father with dwarfism points out the inaccessible design of
the physical environment as a disabling factor at Shemrock, which is created based on the
‘normal’ adult height. Neah’s comments suggest that the infrastructure at Shemrock is
designed on the assumption that adults will use the doors and expects adults to be of normal
height and ability. In this context, the design of the built environment of Shemrock is based

on the presumed ability of the ‘normal’ adult and has not considered children and the broader
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community of users including disabled parents, teachers, and children. However, it is also
possible that the decision to place the door handle within the reach of an adult at Shemrock is
based on the consideration that children should not be able to reach the door handle to let

themselves out of the centre.

Having discussed how disability is constructed through understanding, beliefs and
experiences of teachers at Shemrock, the following section considers participants’ beliefs

about inclusive education.

Teachers’ beliefs about Inclusive Education

Avramidis and Norwich (2002) point out that teachers' attitudes and beliefs are critical to the
success of inclusive education. Teachers’ commitment to implementing inclusive teaching
may be informed by their understandings of the concept of inclusion. During individual
interviews, participants were asked to describe their understanding of the term 'inclusion' and
talk about how they facilitate inclusive education for autistic children in their practice [see
Appendix A, B & C for interview questions]. The excerpts of transcripts that follow are
examples of teachers’ responses to the following questions; “What does an inclusive
classroom look like to you? What are possible barriers to inclusive education?” (see

Appendix A, B & C for interview schedules).

Inclusive Education: Rights and Special Education Support

Excerpt 6. 6: Individual Interview
Sofia (teacher): An inclusive classroom for me is where all the children are included. It
does not matter if a child has autism or ADHD. It’s not good to exclude a child with
disability from an activity if he has a disability. But if it is severe like ADHD or autism,

then he may need someone to support [him] that child.

Sofia’s understanding of an inclusive classroom reflects the philosophical understanding of
inclusion that is informed by the rights-based discourse of disability and embedded in
antidiscrimination legislation (UNESCO, 1994; UNCRPD, 2006; UNCROC, 1989). This
legislation supports the right of children to receive special education support to ensure that
they have equitable learning opportunities. Sofia’s views seem to align with the rights-based

discourse as she questions the exclusion of children from classroom activities because of their
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disability. Moreover, she points out the need for funded support for those with severe

disabilities to be included.

Inclusion based on a Child’s Interest in Participating

An additional perspective on inclusion is evident in the response of Sherry:

Excerpt 6. 7: Individual Interview
Sherry: Inclusion is providing equal learning opportunities to all children. Well! in
practice it depends if a child is approachable. When they show interest in activities then
inclusion can be seen. If they are not interested in doing the activities, then it becomes
difficult to achieve inclusion. For example: sometimes Jason [pseudonym] just loves

doing an activity, but other times he just ignores it.

Similar to Sofia, Sherry’s comment of “providing equal learning opportunities to all”
suggests a universal approach to inclusion framed by a view of the human rights model.
However, in practice, she relates inclusion to the child’s interest in joining an activity. She
believes that considering the child’s interest in participating in the activity is important for
allowing children to make their own choices and decisions about learning. However, Sherry
does not seem to include thoughts about how teachers can change their practices and the
environment to include everyone effectively. Te Whariki notes that inclusion for all children
requires teachers to respond to each child’s ability, interests, strengths, and needs. Moreover,
the curriculum points out that an inclusive curriculum requires adapting the environment and
teaching practices as necessary (MoE, 2017). The framework of DSE also advocates for a
strengths-based approach to learning that considers the needs and abilities of all children
while planning teaching instruction. However, in her comments, Sherry appears to focus on
the child’s interest and discounts other important factors (adapting the environment and

teaching practices) to provide an inclusive curriculum.

Benefits of Inclusion for Disabled Children

Excerpt 6. 8: Individual Interview
Stevie (curriculum leader and a teacher): Inclusion happens when all the children,
regardless of their disabilities are included and engage in education. Inclusion helps
children with disabilities in their socialisation, routines and structures of activities. It helps

them push their boundaries and be a part of classroom learning.
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Stevie’s comments not only seem to align with the discourse of social inclusion about
including all children, but also provide a holistic view of inclusion. In the holistic view of
inclusion, Stevie’s understanding seems to go beyond assessable developmental milestones.
She recognises inclusion as beneficial for disabled children’s socialisation and participation
with their peers in classroom routines and activities rather than defining inclusion as helping

disabled children meet a ‘normal’ developmental trajectory.

Role of Teachers in Facilitating Inclusion

The interviews with participants also revealed a range of views about the teacher’s role in

facilitating inclusion. One interpretation of this role was offered by Cherie:

Excerpt 6. 9: Individual Interview
Cherie: | believe the inclusive classroom is when the teacher ensures that the children have
the same resources and activities as everyone else, but they use their understanding and
abilities. It allows the child to do the things they want to do in their own way. Make sure
no one disturbs them doing the work they like to do. For instance, one day, Kylee was busy
building the blocks. At the same time, other children were crossing her way, and I told the
children to stop and be careful of Kylee as she was building blocks. Then they went from
the other side of the table. It is also making other children aware that if Kylee is doing

something, then they should not disturb her and let her explore the environment.

Cherie’s view of inclusion involves encouraging children’s diverse ways of learning. She
describes inclusion not as the assimilation of disabled children to the ‘norm’ of classroom
learning but as ensuring that they are given opportunities to use their unique understandings
and abilities. Inclusion from this perspective means that teachers and children need to
acknowledge that every child is different and has their way of learning and doing things.

Cherie’s perspective aligns well with the frame of inclusive education from DSE
perspectives. Understanding inclusive education from DSE perspectives opens up

opportunities for teachers to structure their teaching according to the needs, abilities and
strengths of disabled children. Moreover, DSE suggests transformative possibilities for
teachers to name and resist the idea of the ‘normal’ child, which is central to the exclusionary
practices of disability (Bagleri & Lalvani, 2020; Baglieri et al., 2011b; Douglas & Martino,
2020).
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The interview with Neah showed her recognition of the need to provide a range of play and

learning opportunities:

Excerpt 6. 10: Individual Interview
Neah: An inclusive classroom is where all the children are given equal opportunities to
participate in the activities to explore the environment and feel belongingness. We
encourage all children to join the activities. But we also let children take the initiative or
interest to join us in play and mat time. On a bigger scale, we facilitate inclusion by
providing all different types of play. We know children’s interests, so we know if they will

be going to be engaged.

Neah'’s statements discuss inclusion in a wider sense as providing equal learning
opportunities. Furthermore, she talked about how teachers in their centre facilitate inclusion
by planning different types of play considering children’s interests. Neah’s understanding of
inclusive education is likely to be informed by Te Whariki where there is an expectation that
it is teachers’ collective responsibility to make sure every part of the learning environment is
inclusive for each child to have a sense of belonging and contribution. The view of inclusive
education framed by DSE also seems to align with Neah’s understanding of inclusion.
Inclusion from a DSE perspective views teachers as agents of change who provide
opportunities for belonging and learning to children through differentiated instruction and
structuring teaching to accommodate children’s learning needs (Ashby, 2012; Douglas &
Martino, 2020). Moreover, within DSE perspectives, the differences of disabled children are
recognised and celebrated, therefore providing possibilities for teachers to view disability as a

diverse and positive identity (Connor et al., 2008).

The following section discusses teachers’ experiences of working with autistic children.

Medical Discourse: Framing Autistic Children as ‘Others’ in their Minds,
Bodies and Emotions

In this section, using CDA informed by the theoretical orientation of DSE, | critique the
presence of the medical discourse of autism. The medical discourse of autism can inform
ableist behaviours and practices that localise problems within individual children’s minds and
bodies and can have significant implications for the inclusion of autistic children. The

following are excerpts from participants’ individual interview transcripts. During the
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interviews, teachers were asked to respond to the questions related to the following broad

themes: What are your experiences of working with children with ASD? What

approaches/strategies do you use to facilitate inclusion?

Sofia’s response was:

Excerpt 6. 12: Individual Interview
Sofia: Ohh! A long time ago, we used to have a boy with a different type of autism. |
heard there are different types of autism. His case was quite harder. This child was a bit
dangerous. He had a lot of complaints in our centre. It was a long time ago. He must be in
primary or middle school now. He was quite dangerous and clever in his way. His
language was not developed. He knocks over everybody who comes in his way. He
struggled in interacting with other kids. The centre used to give complaints to his parents

every day.

Here in this centre, Jacob is diagnosed with autism, but I don’t know what type of autism it
is. Jacob is quite social in his way. Like 4 to 5 months ago, Jacob was also like Jason. He
used to hurt anybody who came in his way. He has grown out of it. He is not so good at
listening to instructions, but he is better at socialising. Jacob did not have any physical or

aggressive behaviour as such.

It’s hard sometimes when children with autism switch off and on emotionally. A child with
autism | have worked in another centre did not have any emotional feelings. When he
knocked over other children, he just carried on with his activities as if nothing had
happened. He did not have any sympathy toward other children. | think he did not have
control over it. The struggle that I had with that boy is I could not predict what he would
do next. The strategy I use is to try to know a child's routine to figure out hunger and
tiredness. Sometimes physical comfort also soothes children with autism.
Sofia’s statements resonate with a stereotypical and deficit view of autistic children as
noncommunicative, violent, unrelatable and different from ‘typical’ children. Sharing her
teaching experience with Jacob (child with autism), she expressed astonishment about Jacob's
socialising skills regarding how he likes to interact with others, a departure from the
stereotypical norm for autistic children that they have difficulty forming social relationships.
She also showed concern about her ability to deal with the emotional uncertainty of autistic

children’s behaviour. Within this frame, Sofia’s statements can be seen to construct her view
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of an autistic child from the medical discourse of disability where the child is defined by their
perceived deficits. Moreover, Sofia’s understanding might inform the homogenous view of
autism embedded in the dominant medical discourse of autism reflected in media,
informational descriptions, and advocacy campaigns (MacCarthaigh; 2020; McGuire, 2011).
MacCarthaigh (2020) argues that knowledge about autism in informative print media
provides a negative description of autism that draws on the medical discourse and provides a
homogenous view of autism as a pathology of sensory, communication, emotional and social
functioning. The medical discourse of autism among teachers can negatively impact how

inclusion is understood and practised in ECE settings (Douglas et al., 2019; Goodall, 2019).

There were a mix of discourses evident in the comments from Neah:

Excerpt 6.12: Individual Interview
Neah: We had a child in our centre. He had autism with ADHD. His behaviour was just
‘out of the gate’. It was not enjoyable being around him because he was so violent.
Somehow, | knew how to settle him through my experience. | think his behaviour was
very much environmental. His behaviour was due to what was happening at home. We
had an Education Support Worker for him. We had very basic IEP goals for him, like
toilet training. He was very much into solitary play. He could understand and has got very
good language skills. He just used to walk around so angry, and he got so much energy.

Now he is under the care of social services due to what’s been happening at home.

Neah’s comments suggest an overlap between the pathologising and social views of an
autistic child. The pathologising view can be observed when she locates the fault in an
individual child’s behaviour. She also considers the role of the environment and family
circumstances in informing that child’s behaviour. Furthermore, she talked about that child
being involved “very much into solitary play” (line 6, Excerpt 6.12). Playing with others or
cooperative play is regarded as an essential milestone in a child’s development and is
observed as typical for children when they are older (Grieshaber & McArdle, 2010). Thus
Neah’s comments might reflect the developmental understanding of ‘play with others’ as
appropriate for children’s observing social and emotional competencies, which mark children
who play differently as ‘others’, providing fewer opportunities to recognise children’s

differences in playing.
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Furthermore, the taken for granted understanding of ‘appropriate ‘and ‘not so appropriate’

behaviour is evident in the following comments of Cherie (teacher):

Excerpt 6.12: Individual Interview
Cherie: We had one little girl with autism who would just totally blank out. | used to run
behind her yelling out. She had some behaviours of running in the middle of activity
toward the outdoor area where she used to throw toys at others. She used to be in her
world of imagination, and no one knew when she would just start running to hit other

children.

Cherie’s comments reflect the ‘norm’ in terms of appropriate behaviour in ECE that it is not
appropriate for a child to run in the middle of the activity, and hit and hurt other children.
Cherie seems to recognise the girl‘s actions as inappropriate ways of behaving in an ECE
setting. Cherie’s comments suggest that she was worried that the girl’s behaviour (throwing
toys) might contravene other children’s rights to be safe in the ECE environment. Cherie’s
statement suggests that she sees her role as an ECE teacher as keeping all children safe.
However, sometimes, young autistic children use challenging behaviour to communicate
their needs, including running away, hitting, biting, and screaming. According to Waddington
(2019) there are two reasons for children’s challenging behaviours; (1) to get something that
they want and like or need (2) to get away with something that they do not like or want.
Considering Waddington’s (2019) argument, the autistic girl’s behaviour may be her way of
coping with the stimulation in the environment of an ECE setting, rather than having an
intention to hit other children.
Excerpt 6.13: Individual Interview
Sherry: | have mostly worked with autistic children. I guess when you talk to children
with autism, then that information processes in their mind a day later or sometimes hours
later. It’s when you talk all the time, and they don’t get it. Children with autism get upset
quite fast, even if you are talking to them. The challenge is when you don’t know what
they need when they are non-verbal. Sometimes they cry or get angry. I find it difficult to

understand the reason behind their behaviour.
Sherry’s views may imply the social behaviours of a child diagnosed or suspected of having

autism includes taking time to understand others' perspectives. She also talked about the

auditory processing challenges that most autistic people face. Her comments suggest that she
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understands the different needs and challenges that autistic children encounter in their lives.
However, she seems to have difficulty supporting the behaviour and emotional needs of
autistic children. The difficulty may be because of Sherry’s limited understanding of using an
alternative form of communication (non-verbal over verbal language) to support autistic

children to express their needs.

Overall, the interview responses indicate that teachers’ views of autism at Shemrock might be
informed by the dominant medical view of autism, where they reflected on the challenges in
the lives of autistic children deriving from their individual characteristics, discounting the
role of the ECE environment and society in creating and exacerbating these challenges.
Informed by DSE perspectives, scholars have critiqued the medical understanding of autism
as ‘not normal’ and described autism as a social and relational impairment that is produced in
the interaction of autistic children and the context, time and space (Douglas et al., 2019).
Shifting understanding of autism from medical discourse to disability studies perspectives
can allow teachers to recognise the role of educational and attitudinal barriers in disabling
autistic children. Moreover, the DSE framework advocates for recognising experiences of
autistic children that contest the homogenous view of autism and help teachers understand
how autism impacts children in different ways and the diversity of needs among autistic
children (Douglas et al., 2019; Goodall, 2019).

Chapter Summary

This chapter has discussed some of the ways in which teachers at Shemrock understand
disability, inclusive education and their experiences of enacting inclusive education for
autistic children. My analysis of the teachers’ interview transcripts suggests that participants
are caught between the social and medical discourse of understanding disability. Moreover, in
teachers’ beliefs about inclusion, the rights-based discourse of inclusion that supports
equitable educational rights for ‘all children’ was evident. Furthermore, teachers’ experiences
with autistic children display the medical discourse where they reflect on challenges faced by
autistic children arising from their individual characteristics. Teachers also talked about their
challenges in understanding the needs of autistic children. These findings suggest that to
effectively implement the practice of full inclusion, a clear understanding of disability,
inclusion and autism from DSE perspectives is imperative. Understanding and knowledge

about DSE perspectives can help teachers recognise how dominant discourses of disability
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and ableism can propagate a deficit view of disability, inclusion and autism, and enable
teachers to reflect on their role and barriers in their ECE settings in maintaining the exclusion

of autistic and other disabled children.
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Chapter Seven: Understanding how Ableism Works at Shemrock

Chapter Overview

In the last chapter, Shemrock teachers’ understandings of and beliefs about disability and
inclusion and the ways in which some views seemed to be informed by ableism were
discussed. The discussion in this chapter examines how ableism can be seen to operate in
interactions within this ECE setting and how these interactions can provide insight into
disablist practices toward autistic children. The chapter discusses data from my video
observations and follow-up interviews with teachers in which they shared their interpretation
of the video observations, an individual interview with Kylee’s (an autistic child) mother and
the teachers’ focus group discussion on interview themes. The data was analysed using
Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), informed by the framework of Disability Studies in
Education (DSE) and ableism. Using CDA, I explore the participants’ language and its
connection with various discourses (developmental psychology, special education and the
medical discourse of disability) associated with ableism. Several discourses, located within
these three broader discourses and taking cognisance of the ECE context for disabled children
in New Zealand, were identified. These discourses will be examined in the following sections

beginning with the discourse of discipline.

The Discourse of Discipline

Mat Time Rules
The mat time at Shemrock is usually conducted for 15 to 20 minutes before kai time (lunch
time). The following observation features a mat time scenario for Kylee and Jason (autistic
children) where teachers consider that Kylee is not following the rules of mat time. This mat
time involved three teachers and around 20 children. The teachers’ actions and comments
appear to be informed by the discourse of discipline. The understanding of discipline
employed in this analysis draws on the definition by Millei (2005) who defines discipline as a
form of control that draws strongly on the discourses of developmental psychology and
shapes teachers’ understandings of appropriate behaviour, rules and practice in ECE settings.
Excerpt 6.14: Transcript of Video Observation
Stevie: Should we do one more song?. Are we ready? Give me your twinkle twinkle little
stars. Twinkle twinkle little star.............. in the sky.
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Kylee (an autistic child): Ahuuuuuuuu (Screaming at the back of the mat and scratching
her body and trying to pull off her pants).

Sofia (Another teacher) is trying to calm Kylee. Sofia is holding Kylee on her lap and
rubbing her back. (Other children are singing along with Stevie).

Stevie to children on the mat: One more turn with our fingers. Are we ready? That’s for
our alphabets. Tahi rua toru wha. ABCDEFGHIJKLMN............. WXY and Z. Now I
know my ABC, next time | want you to sing with me. Well done! Tamariki ma, | have
something very... (pause for a second).

Stevie to Sofia (another teacher): You might have to take her (Kylee) away (Stevie looks
stressed with a frowning facial expression). It’s too loud (Sofia is referecing to Kylee’s
screaming)

Sofia carried Kylee outside. Kylee kept screaming and scratching her body. Sofia tried to
divert Kylee's attention by giving her toys. Sofia is trying to check Kylee’s nappy, but
Kylee won’t allow her to touch it. Sofia then leaves Kylee under the supervision of
another teacher near the family area in the preschool room. Sofia returns to the mat. Kylee
cries for some time, and then she gets distracted with toys in the family area. However,
she keeps pulling her pants down and scratching her body.

Jason (an autistic child) is sitting on the mat and flipping through books.

Stevie to children on the mat: Loves! Anne ...No, it is all right Braxon (pseudonym) is
there. Anne, later you can take your turn. (pause for a second). Michelle took out her
glasses box. Where is my friend Ayeja (pseudonym)? Where is Ayeja? She is not here;
she might be in another room. Okay.

Stevie: Loves! Look what Michelle’s (pseudonym) got, One simple thing on her eyes.
What are they?

Children on the mat: Glasses.

Stevie to another teacher: Can you please go and get Ayeja. | need to show them her
eyeglasses, please.

Stevie to children on the mat: Ayeja wears these (glasses) to be able to see clearly.

Stevie wears these (glasses) to be able to read. Stevie needs this all the time to be able to
see you all clearly. If she does not wear this, then everything becomes blurry. Like you

can make your eyes blurry if you go cross-eyed like this. Everything is blurry. Kylee:
ahhhhhhhhhhh (Kylee starts screaming again and trying to enter the room, but Sofia
carries her outside into the playground).

Jason (stands up and walks toward the door).
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Jason (standing at the door and looking outside).

I conducted a follow-up interview with Stevie to ascertain her understanding and

interpretation of the video. She had access to the video for a week before the interview to

give her time to reflect on the mat time incident involving Kylee.

Excerpt 6.15: Follow-up Interview
Stevie: A lot was going on that day at mat time. We were trying to invite Kylee onto the
mat. You can see here that | am doing mat time with children. At the back, Sofia is sitting
with Kylee and trying to calm her. I do not want Kylee to sit on the mat and cry. She
really needs to learn that mat time is [time] to sit properly on the mat. It is to show her that
it’s not okay to sit on the mat and scream because you want to go and do something else. I
think Kylee was resisting sitting on the mat and wanted to go outside, but later, when |
saw her pulling her pants down and screaming, then | thought that it would be better if she

had some time out with Sofia, and that’s why I asked Sofia to take her outside.

I then asked Stevie about teacher expectations of mat time behaviour for all children

including Kylee and Jason specifically.

Excerpt 6.16: Follow-up Interview
Stevie: Mat time expectations are the same for all children. The goal was to help Kylee sit
on the mat through the guided participation of kaiako. I told you before that we are
pushing Kylee’s boundaries to involve her in group activities and mat time. Children are
encouraged to be on the mat. If other children see Kylee playing outside during mat time,
they just look outside and get distracted. Like with Jason, when you started your
observations, he did not like to sit for the whole mat time routine. He used to sit on the
mat just for 5 minutes, and that is [the same] for kai time because he knows that kai time
comes after mat time. Gradually, we have encouraged him to stay on the mat, and now he
sings karakia and enjoys story time. He waits for the mat time routine to finish then he
goes and washes his hands and joins for kai. Similarly, we are encouraging Kylee to be on

the mat.
Mat time is a common group activity in ECE to encourage children's learning and

socialisation (Mortlock et al., 2014). Teachers usually see mat time as a routine for bringing

children together and “helping children initiate and maintain relationships with peers” (MoE,
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2017, p. 37). In the observation, Jason (an autistic child) seems to be doing what is expected
of children at mat time. He is sitting quietly like other children. However, he is not interested
in what is going on at mat time. He is flipping through books and looking at pictures. He is
staring at the food on the table. He is also looking outside to the sandpit, where he likes to
spend most of his time. For Kylee (an autistic child), it is her first experience of mat time.
Before this observation, Kylee has usually played outside in a sandpit under the supervision

of one teacher while mat time took place inside.

Stevie’s words seem to be informed by the discourse of developmental psychology, which
determines the expectations of appropriate behaviours at mat time. This can be observed in
the follow-up interview with Stevie, where she reflects on mat time expectations. Stevie’s
words that “she really needs to learn that mat time is [a time] to sit properly on the mat”
indicate a categorical adherence to expected norms. The choice of the word “properly”
reveals an assumption about appropriate behaviours. According to Stevie, Kylee resists
sitting on the mat because she wants to do something else. She breaks the rules and sets a
poor example for other children. This view is problematic as it underlies the expectation that
all children need to fit into existing arrangements about ‘normal” and ‘desirable’ behaviour in
the ECE setting. Informed by this view, teachers may ignore children’s differences and fail to

consider adapting their own practices.

Stevie’s comments show that she conceptualises mat time as an important activity for
children’s social and behavioural development and initiating relationships with peers. Stevie
seems to insist on the need for Kylee’s participation at mat time. In the follow-up interview,
Stevie compared Jason and Kylee's behaviour, saying Jason used to sit for a shorter period on
the mat, but now he follows the mat time rules and routine. As they had done with Jason, the
teachers are seen to be “pushing Kylee’s boundaries™ (line 3, Excerpt 6.16) to get her to be
involved in the mat time routine. Stevie’s comments here suggest that in this instance she
does not nurture Kylee’s mana as she ignores Kylee’s different needs, capabilities and
interests in her insistence on her participation in the mat time routine. This insistence is
counter to the concept of mana. Mana is at the heart of all the strands in Te Whariki (MoE,
2017). Mana portrays a child as a powerful, competent and capable learner. The role of ECE
teachers is to respect and value an individual child’s identities, interests, strengths, language

and culture to support and enhance their mana (MoE, 2017).

156



CDA of the observation and the follow-up interview show that Stevie wanted to encourage
Kylee’s participation during mat time. However, Stevie found Kylee’s screaming to be
disruptive to the mat time activities, and inappropriate behaviour from children during mat
time. Therefore, Stevie asked Sofia to take Kylee outside and spend some time with her. In
planning mat time, Stevie seemed not to have considered the diversity of children’s needs.
For example, Stevie may not have considered that the structuring of the mat time (proximity
among children, noise, lighting and so on) could be overwhelming for Kylee and might be a
reason for Kyle screaming and being “too loud” (Line 12, Excerpt 6. 14). Thus, CDA of the
observation offers some evidence of disablism, in that the physical spaces and learning
activities in Shemrock were not designed with students’ diverse abilities in mind. This
structural disablism can create barriers to doing (Thomas, 1999), restrict the participation of
autistic children and also impact their mana. In planning an inclusive and meaningful
curriculum it is important that teachers enhance all children’s mana, including that of autistic
and other disabled children, through planning pedagogy that considers their needs, strengths

and capabilities.

Playing with Blocks

The discourse of discipline is also evident in the following observation, which captured three
children, Reho (pseudonym), Jason (an autistic child) and Harper (pseudonym), playing with
blocks on the outside deck area. A teacher is supervising them, and another six children are
playing in the sandpit.

Excerpt 6.17: Transcript of Video Observation
Jason, Reho and Harper are playing with blocks
Reho to Harper: Look here! | built a stormy tower
Jason observes Reho and Harper building with the blocks and trying to build something
by joining the blocks together.
Harper is pulling apart some blocks. Harper comes close to Jason to collect some blocks.
Reho to the researcher: Look what Jason made.
Jason moves to the other side to pick up some blocks. Jason picks up the tower that

Harper made.
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Harper comes close to Jason and snatches his tower from Jason. Jason, in return, gently
pushes Harper’s arm to get him aside (Jason seems not to like the close proximity with
Harper). Jason shifts his position when he sees other children coming too close to him.
Harper pushes Jason and Jason starts crying.

Teacher (Becca) moves quickly to that area and says to Harper, “Heeey, stop it.” Becca
takes Jason away from the scene and directs him toward the sandpit, where she
supervises Jason and other children playing on the deck.

Harper and Reho continue to play with blocks. Jason cries in the sandpit for a while,

then he picks up a spade and starts digging in the sand.

In this observation, both Jason and Harper disrupt the discipline rules of the ECE setting by
gently pushing each other. Jason’s action of gently pushing Harper may be his non-verbal
expression of saying ‘no’ to Harper. I could see before and during the observation that Jason
did not like being in close proximity with other children during the play. Sensory sensitivities
could be the reason that Jason gently pushed Harper to maintain some distance from him.
Becca’s (teacher) action of telling Harper to “stop it” (line 10, Excerpt 6.17) might show the
teacher’s expectation that Harper as a ‘normal’ child should be able to discipline himself.
Becca’s action of separating Jason from the group of ‘normal’ children suggests a perception
of him as a ‘threat’ and ‘disruptive’ to ‘normal’ children’s play. However, Becca’s action of
separating children also suggests the legitimacy of discipline rules to support all children’s
rights to be safe in their ECE settings. She may assume that Jason, as an autistic child can
only play in a particular way. The diagnostic labelling of Jason possibly informs Becca's
actions, which reflect the medical discourse of autism that remains dominant in ECE and
society. Within this discourse, autistic children are defined as those who like to play alone, do
not like to socialise and play with other children, and require constant ongoing surveillance.
Becca’s response may also suggest a limited understanding of the different play needs and
sensory sensitivities among autistic children, and inadequate knowledge about how to support
positive interactions among autistic and non-disabled children during play. For example, with
enhanced understanding, Becca may have resorted to an aspect of building inclusive play
spaces which requires commitment from teachers to initiate conversations with children
about being gentle, respecting each other’s play space, and showing non-disabled children

positive ways to interact with their disabled peers (Burke, 2009). Moreover, an inclusive play
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environment requires attention to accommodate the diverse play and communication needs of

children.

The Developmental Discourse and Play

Traditionally in Western culture, play was related to the developmental psychology discourse
that sees play as “generally thought to be progress towards the goal of normative, productive
adulthood” (Goodley & Runswick-Cole, 2010, p. 500). Within normative/typical play,
disabled children who fail to play in normative ways are marked as atypical (Goodley et al.,
2016). However, from a childhood studies perspective, play is defined as a freely chosen,
personally directed, and spontaneous activity that occurs without the interference of adults
(Grieshaber & McArdle, 2010). Consistent with the sociocultural theory that underpins Te
Whariki, the authors of Te Whariki note that “children learn through play: by doing, asking
questions, interacting with others, devising theories about how things work and then trying

them out and by making purposeful use of resources” (MoE, 2017, p. 46).

The discourse of developmental psychology seems to inform the following transcript of the
video observation of two children Kylee (an autistic child) and Bali and a teacher (Sofia).
Bali had recently joined the centre. Stevie (curriculum leader) told me that Bali has a speech
difficulty. He is non-verbal. She said that Bali’s parents had his hearing tested, but it was “all
normal.” According to teachers’ observations, he might have autism. Stevie also told me that
Bali's parents requested some extra support for Bali. The centre uses its funding to support
Bali, giving him one-to-one time with Sofia (teacher) for a few hours a day. In this
observation, Sofia sits at the table with Bali encouraging him to engage in a ‘chalk-board

activity’ alongside other children.

Excerpt 6.18: Transcript of Video Observation
The context of the observation scenario involved a creativity corner at Shemrock. Sofia
brings Bali to the creativity corner. There are four other children who are drawing on board
and paper with felts and chalk.

Sofia (teacher) to Bali: Come Bali, we will do some work.

Sofia bends down on the floor, picks up the toy and puts it into the basket.

Sofia to Bali: Come sit down (Sofia points toward the chalkboard, but Bali turns toward

Sofia, and raises his arm to reach out to Sofia).
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Sofia Ahhh (holds Bali on her lap and shows him the coloured chalk). Sofia draws curved
lines on the board. She gives the chalk to Bali and asks, “Do you want to draw
something?”” Bali throws the chalk on the floor.

Kylee (autistic child) is also playing at the creative corner. She is sitting on the floor and
looking for a lump of clay to put in her mouth. Sofia turns toward Kylee and sees Kylee
busy finding some clay.

Sofia rubs the chalkboard and holds Bali’s hand, helping him draw on the board.
However, Bali does not seem interested in the activity. (Bali holds the chalk for a few
seconds and then drops it. He is looking around. He stands up from the chair)

Bali stands up from the chair and turns his head upward toward Sofia. He gestures to Sofia
by raising his hands to reach Sofia and indicating to her to pick him up.

Sofia gently pushes him back as she says “No” and moves toward the outdoor area.

I conducted a follow-up interview with Sofia to discuss her understanding and interpretation

of the video. She had access to the video for a week before the interview to enable time for

her to reflect on the video.

Excerpt 6. 19: Follow-up Interview

Sofia: | was trying to engage Bali with other children in a group activity. You might have
observed that he does not show interest in other children. He runs away from the crowd
and when other children join. He is non-verbal. Also, he doesn’t make eye contact. He
comes to the centre on and off [intermittently]. His parents said he has some hearing
problems, which I don’t think so because he really enjoys listening to music. There is
something else because he does not respond like a normal child. He might have autism.
However, I am not educated to work with children with autism, so I don’t know much
about it. The centre is soon going to send me to the Autism New Zealand workshop.
Stevie asked me to be with him from 9 in the morning till 11. He is making great progress
in just two weeks. He started showing interest in group activities. When he joined the
centre, he used to play alone. This little progress is very important for me because | saw
him running away from the group of children. Unfortunately, he left our centre last week

as the family has moved to Tauranga.
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Excerpt 6. 20: Follow-up Interview
Sofia: Yes, she was exploring the clay down there. Kylee enjoys sensory stuff like clay
and stones. She touches and feels them. | feel connected with Kylee. | feel very sad that
she cannot speak. She is such a lovely child. However, she gives a lot of non-verbal
indicators by pointing her fingers. She gets upset when we try to push her into group
activities. It’s very difficult for her to sit in one place and do the activity. She keeps on
moving. Most of the time, | have seen her playing alone in a sandpit and the family area.

However, | encourage her to play in a group if she shows interest.

The power of the word ‘normal’ is reflected in Sofia’s actions when she attempts to
encourage Bali to join other children in a group activity. Sofia demonstrates to Bali how to
use chalk on the board again, but Bali does not seem interested in following her lead. Instead,
Bali indicates his lack of interest in the activity by turning towards Sofia, dropping the chalk
and standing up from the chair. However, Sofia focuses on the normative side of the play,
trying hard to make Bali use the chalk to draw. First, she demonstrates how to use chalk on
the board, then she holds his hand and helps him make marks. Unsurprisingly, Sofia may be
pushing Bali to do the ‘activity’ to help him master fine motor skills and to initiate interaction
with other children. Sofia’s expectation that Bali should become involved in the chalkboard
activity is in keeping with the role of ECE teachers to support the cognitive, social and
emotional development of children. Sofia’s comments in the follow-up interview suggest that
she was seeing the chalkboard activity as a means to support Bali’s social development. The
goal of enabling children to learn to play with and alongside each other in an ECE setting is
also reflected in Te Whariki (MoE, 2017). However, for some autistic children participating
in reciprocal play with their peers might be overwhelming because of close proximity among
children and other sensory sensitivities. Furthermore, play seen primarily as a means to serve
developmental goals might impede the value of play as an intrinsic and spontaneous activity.
Utilising play for developmental goals is also risky for disabled children as adults control the
play, direct the goals and judge the level of achievement and ability that the child achieves
(Papatheodoru, 2006). Sofia’s intention of pushing Bali to get involved in the chalkboard
activity is intentional teaching to help Bali to achieve his developmental goals. However, Sofia
does not seem to adapt the activity according to Bali’s interests and needs which is central to

the strengths-based approach to teaching in the ECE context in New Zealand (MoE, 2017).
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Furthermore, Sofia's comments in the follow-up interview seem to construct teachers as
“judges of normality” (Foucault, 1995, p. 304) who have assessed Bali’s development and
categorised it as abnormal, based on stereotypical assumptions about autism. Based on her
observations Sofia has assessed Bali’s behaviour as a deficit — he plays alone, struggles to
join a group and has difficulty making eye contact. Hence, Bali is identified and labelled as
possibly having ‘autism’. Furthermore, Sofia’s comments appear to draw from the discourse
of special education, suggesting that mainstream teachers require specialist knowledge and
skills to work with autistic children. This assumption that mainstream teachers require
‘special knowledge and teaching skills’ to teach autistic children may express a belief that
autistic children are incapable of receiving the same education that is provided to their
nondisabled peers (Booth & Ainscow, 2016; Manalili, 2021). This assumption can further
lead to an ableist attitude toward autistic children as it perceives autistic children as deficient
when compared with ‘normal’; therefore, they require ‘special teaching’ to compensate for

their developmental delays.

Talking about Kylee in the follow-up interview, Sofia’s comments suggest that Kylee was
probably doing what she likes to do—exploring clay and playing alone in the sandpit and the
family area. From a childhood studies perspective, play in ECE involves self-initiated and
spontaneous play where children have the freedom to follow their interests and do what they
want in an unrestricted way (Grieshaber & McArdle, 2010). The ECE setting is presented as
a place where children are given options to choose from and get to make decisions and where
teachers follow the child’s interests (Millei, 2011). From the perspective of the sociocultural
theories that underpin Te Whariki, there is an expectation that teachers will support children’s
play interests and choices to help them explore, learn and make sense of the world (MoE,
2017). Drawing from Te Whariki, Sofia seems to support Kylee in exploring and playing
according to her choices and interests. |

Furthermore, Sofia's concern for Kylee not being able to speak resonates with the
developmental discourse where language development in the form of spoken speech is
regarded as crucial developmental progress for children (Cannella, 1997). Gomez-Victoria
and Pava-Ripoll (2021) argue that the view of verbal language as a privileged form of
communication, an important feature of being human, self-realisation and agency in children

reflects an ableist assumption. Within this ableist assumption, verbal language is
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characterised as a legitimised and privileged way of using language, and the absence of
verbal speech is considered a deficit in ‘normal’ child development, thus restricting disabled
children’s different ways of being, and interacting. The discourse of developmental
psychology might have informed Sofia’s view of Kylee’s non-verbal speech as a source of
grief and sadness since Kylee was not meeting the age-related milestones of language

development.

The Combination of Special Education and Inclusion Discourses

Evidence of the special education discourse seems to be indicated in the excerpts of the
teachers’ interview transcripts. As part of their individual interviews, teachers were asked the
following questions: “What challenges do you face in facilitating the inclusion of autistic
children? What sort of help do you require the most to overcome these challenges? What
resources did you feel you needed when you were facing these challenges? How does your
centre support you for the resources you require when teaching a child with ASD?” (See
Appendix A, B & C for interview schedules).
Excerpt 6. 21: Individual Interview
Neah: We just got a support worker for Jason who took a while to get from the Ministry.
Sherry comes for six hours a week. The Early Intervention teacher also visits him once a
term. Jason has just started to join us on the mat, and he also sings karakia. However, we
are still struggling with Kylee as she does not like to sit on the mat. We need more
professional help with Kylee, where she has some small goals to achieve. A process like

IEP [Individual Education Plan] to [would] guide us through to achieve the goals.

Neah’s comments infer that having funded support person for Jason helped with his
communication skills and participation in group activities like mat time. She seems to be
worried about Kylee’s progress toward meeting these same developmental goals and expects
that “professional help” is needed to plan an IEP for Kylee. Neah appears to draw on the
discourse of special education, where she focuses on improving Kylee’s development and
skills to join group activities like mat time through the IEP process. IEPs are based on
developmentally oriented goals which are used to monitor a child’s progress across
developmental milestones (Dempsey, 2012). Drawing from special education discourse,
Neah seems to be suggesting that she is not an expert and does not have knowledge about the

learning needs of autistic children; therefore, she needs “professional help” to support her to
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progress Kylee’s inclusion at Shemrock. Teachers wish for extra support itself is itself
problematic, but the belief that seeking professional help for Kylee will help her progress
toward normal developmental milestones is problematic. Florian (2015) argues that “when an
intervention is based solely on an individualized (or personalized) response to impairment, or
a specific difficulty in learning, important contextual requirements may be overlooked” (p.
169). Other teachers, also, pointed out the need for funded support for Kylee to support her

inclusion.

During the focus group discussion, I invited teachers to comment on the common themes that
emerged from the individual interviews with teachers. After outlining the rules for focus
group discussion, | informed the participants that | was going to share some themes that | had
identified from their individual interviews and asked them to contribute their views on these
themes. | discussed the first theme of funded support and resources. | said that teachers had
mentioned in their interviews the need to get extra funding and specialist help to support
Kylee and Jason (autistic children). I noted that most of the teachers also discussed the
challenges they encountered in getting extra support for Kylee. | asked for their thoughts on

this theme and received the following responses from the teachers. Stevie responded:

Excerpt 6. 22: Focus Group Discussion
Stevie: From support, we mean some guidance to give us directions about dealing with
Kylee and Jason’s meltdowns. Now we are getting some support for Kylee, Rayleen
(Early Intervention Teacher) visited Kylee at home two times. She also visited Kylee at
the centre and made observations. She asked some questions to the teachers about her
developmental goals. | talked to her about all challenges we are facing with Kylee. | last
talked to her in December. She told me that she would send Kylee’s file to her manager to
arrange an Education Support Worker. I have not heard anything from her. We don’t have
an IEP plan in place for Kylee. We have some individual plans that teachers have planned
for her, but we need some specialist guidance to achieve Kylee’s language goals. Like, for
Jason, we have Sherry (Education Support Worker). His language has developed so much.
He was like Kylee before. Now he can say our karakia with the help of teachers. Stevie’s

response was affirmed by Cherie.
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Excerpt 6. 23: Focus Group Discussion
Cherie: | agree with Stevie. We are already behind in getting support for Kylee. I think

the early years are the best time to start speech therapy.

In the above excerpts, Stevie and Cherie employ the discourse of early intervention as they
focus extensively on getting funded support for Kylee. Drawing on the special education
discourse like Neah, Stevie also articulated the need for specialist advice for teachers to help
Kylee achieve her developmental goals. Furthermore, Stevie and Cherie both stressed the
importance of providing Kylee with specialist support and intervention (speech therapy) as
early as possible. The discourse of early identification and intervention is a priority in the
New Zealand government’s policies to support young vulnerable children. The discourse is
also marked in Success for All (MoE, 2010), which recognises the importance of diagnosing
children’s disabilities as early as possible to provide intervention. Thus, it seems that these
teachers were considering funding for expert support in the context of a rights-based
discourse to ensure that Kylee got the support to participate in activities at Shemrock. The
discourse of inclusion is evident in the following excerpt, where Stevie talked about the
professional development that Shemrock contracted for teachers to assist them to support
autistic children.
Excerpt 6. 27: Individual Interview
Stevie: Neah and | attended the Autism New Zealand workshop last month. In the
workshop, we were given an insight into what autism is and how we can adapt our
classroom and playground to support children with autism. We have learned that autism is
like tilting a seesaw, and children with autism want to be down there all the time and how
we can bring them into our world. So, we must challenge them every day and should push
their boundaries. We also shared those strategies with other teachers to support children
with autism. For instance, it’s not okay to let our little Kylee play in a sandpit by herself.
She might be happy. But this way, we are not challenging her autism. You would have
seen a lot of change from where we have highly pushed Kylee in areas where she does not
like to be involved. She is giving us a lot of resistance, but we are not taking it in [on
board].

On the other hand, when you look at Jason, he was the same as Kylee. Now, look at Jason,

a lot of improvement comes from teachers pushing his boundaries. Teachers are dealing
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with Jason and Kylee screaming and being upset by letting Kylee know that it’s not ok to
sit on the mat time and scream because you want to go and do something else. We are
pushing Kylee’s boundaries as much as she is pushing our boundaries. Moreover, we have
also enrolled in the Ministry of Education's Incredible Years, which helps deal with

children with behavioural issues.

In Stevie’s comments above, she shares her learning from the Autism New Zealand
workshop. She describes how the workshop has been helpful for them in providing insights
about making modifications in their classrooms and playground. These strategies are
important as they will help teachers recognise and address the ways in which the barriers in
their teaching, ECE settings and the wider community negatively impact the experiences of
autistic children. Stevie’s comments seem to show the discourse of inclusion where she and
other teachers feel more informed and able to respond appropriately and make adaptations to
the environment in their ECE setting for inclusion. Stevie’s comments align with the rights-
based discourse of inclusion in Te Whariki and Success for All that expect teachers to make
necessary modifications in their teaching and learning environment to ensure all children can

actively participate.

A mix of discourses is evident in Sofia’s comments

Excerpt 6. 25: Individual Interview
Sofia: We have been trained a bit about teaching deaf and blind children. In ECE training,
we are encouraged to do pictures, sign language and braille. However, it is not compulsory
for teachers. We do have some professional development at our centre around
inclusiveness, not particularly about children with special needs. However, these

workshops have very little content on teaching children with special needs.

Sofia’s comments suggest that she understands different teaching methods and communicates
with children in multimodal ways, using pictures, sign language, and braille. Communicating
and teaching in multimodal ways allow the teaching and learning process to go beyond
linguistic modes, and recognises the importance of diversity in the teaching process so that it
is accessible to many children. Moreover, Sofia signals the need for specific professional
development to teach children with special needs. The language of ‘children with special
needs’ used by Sofia signifies disabled children as separate from their typically developing

peers. Sofia’s views might have resulted from the pervasiveness of the special education
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discourse in ECE settings. Within this discourse, teachers think they need specialist
knowledge and skills to teach disabled children. However, Sofia’s wish for professional
development on inclusion for disabled children may also show her commitment to learning

about the needs of disabled children and facilitating their inclusion.

Offering another perspective, Neah reflected on her learning about children with special

needs during her teacher education qualification.

Excerpt 6. 26: Individual Interview
Neah: | do not think there were enough training and studies when | did my teaching
degree related to children with special needs. We just had a paper round inclusiveness.
That was when | found | love working with children with special needs because | have

struggled growing up with a disability because of my hearing loss.

Neah’s comments suggest that insufficient attention was paid to learning about teaching
disabled children during her teaching qualification. Sharing her lived experience, she
expressed how her struggle as a disabled person inspired her to work with disabled children,

showing her willingness to develop professional knowledge to support them.

The Teachers’ Views of Parents’ Experiences

This study explores one parent’s experiences of ECE services for their autistic child (Kylee).
Lalvani (2014) argues that master narratives in education about parents’ reactions to their
child’s disability are grounded in the discourses of denial and special education. Within these
discourses, teachers believe that parents who do not consent to their child receiving a
diagnosis and being supported by special education services may be in denial about their
child’s disability (Lalvani, 2014). However, she argues that situating parents’ experiences
within the discourse of denial views parents’ reaction to their child's disability as pathological
and fails to acknowledge the impact of social and structural factors in stigmatising parents'
experiences. The discourse of parental denial is reflected in the following excerpts from the
transcript of the teachers’ focus group discussion. During the focus group discussion, I asked
teachers to respond to themes that | had identified from the teachers' comments and a parent
interview (please see Appendix F for themes in the focus group discussion). The following
are teachers’ responses to the theme of lack of communication between parents and teachers

about parents’ expectations of their child’s learning. Cherie stated:
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Excerpt 6. 28: Focus Group Discussion
Cherie: Kylee's dad is in denial mode for her getting a diagnosis and extra support.
Sometimes with parents, you need to be very careful in using words. You can push it back
so much. If they are in denial, then we need to wait because sometimes they are never
ready. One day I told her dad that it’s just not about you and me. It’s about Kylee being
comfortable in her environment, being able to work with other children. Because at the
end of the day, it is Kylee we have to consider and what’s best for her. It is hard for

parents.

Cherie’s comments show concern about Kylee’s father being in denial about Kylee getting a
diagnosis. Sharing her experiences of having a brother with a physical disability, she talked
about the difficulty parents could have in accepting their children’s differences. Her own
family experiences may inform Cherie’s understanding of denial as a stage in the parents’ life
in accepting their child’s disability. Furthermore, Cherie suggests that it is in Kylee’s best
interest that her father accepts her differences in order to get help to enable her to work with
other children and feel comfortable in her environment. There is a direct connection between
having an official diagnosis and getting easier access to extra support and funding
(Macartney, 2011). However, in the ECE context in New Zealand, diagnosis is not the formal
process to receive funded early intervention services. Parents’ consent is important for
processing the referral to the Ministry of Education Early Intervention Services (Liberty,
2014). Thus, Cherie's comments might infer that in order for Kylee to feel a sense of
belonging in her ECE setting her parents should consent to access special education services.

In her response, Stevie said:

Excerpt 6. 29: Focus Group Discussion
Stevie: Yes, there was a time when they were in denial about Kylee’s assessment. But
later, they told us that they were going to the McKenzie centre for Kylee’s speech therapy.
They have not shared with us any report about Kylee’s assessment. | believe that they had
a fear of her getting labelled. And we really respect their personal choice. It took a while
for us to know Kylee’s whanau [extended family]. Kylee’s father usually does drop off
and pick up. I always tried to initiate the conversation about Kylee’s routine at home. He
would say that she is good at home. In our observation, we found that she is having a
delay in her speech goals. She does not like to sit in a group usually plays alone. We took

our time and observed her for two to three months. We then shared the concern about
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Kylee’s speech delay with her whanau [family]. But Kylee’s father was somewhere in
denial for us to send her reports to the Ministry. So we waited for their agreement. Later,
her mother came up and wanted us to progress Kylee’s file. I then sent teachers’

observations and assessments of Kylee to the Ministry in July.

Stevie’s comments can be unpacked at two different levels. First, drawing from the discourse
of developmental psychology, Stevie’s comments may identify teachers as “judges of
normality” who assessed Kylee against ‘normal’ developmental milestones. As a result of the
teachers’ judgement, Kylee was identified as having a delay in language and ability to play
cooperatively in the group; therefore, she was suspected of having autism. Second, Stevie
described Kylee’s parents as being in denial when she informed them about her observation
of Kylee not meeting age-appropriate language development milestones. Stevie also
commented about parents not sharing Kylee’s clinical assessment with teachers as she
thought they may have been afraid of getting Kylee labelled. Here Stevie seems to understand
the impact of a disability ‘label’ in stigmatising the child and their family. Kylee’s parents'
resistance to their daughter being labelled as autistic may resonate with the cultural
interpretation and stigma attached to autism as a neurological condition. Goffman (1963)
describes stigma as attributing societal meaning to certain bodies who are described
unfavourably by society because their characteristics do not meet the societal expectation of a
‘normal’ body. Accordingly, children who are not measuring up to ‘normative’ expectations
of learning and development are stereotyped. Correspondingly, negative attitudes and
stereotypes attached to autism mean having a child with disability is seen by society as a
disadvantage (McConnell et al., 2015). In Stevie’s view, Kylee’s parents may have chosen
not to share her assessment with teachers because they feared getting Kylee, and their family
stigmatised in her education space. However, in my interview with Kylee’s mother, the
dominant discourse of the ‘normal’ child seemed to inform her experiences.
Excerpt 6. 30: Individual Interview
Kathrine (parent): My husband said that Kylee just has speech difficulty and will start
speaking. She is improving, like she started joining her sibling during play. Earlier, she
did not make eye contact, but now she also makes some eye contact. | have three children.
My older two started cooing and babbling when they were around three months. Like any

other mother, I was expecting Kylee to start making sounds around that time, but it’s been
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bad luck with Kylee. I am hoping Kylee will start speaking when she goes to primary

school. Otherwise, she might have to go to a different school other than a normal school.

Kathrine’s comments suggest that she has taken up the dominant discourse of the ‘normal’
child as she compares Kylee’s language development with her siblings. It is a natural instinct
for the mother to compare their child’s development with the development of their siblings
and other children. Kylee’s mother's reaction to Kylee being different from ‘normal’ children
may not be her deficit perception of Kylee, but the result of ableist discourses which exist in
a society that privileges ‘normal’ over the disabled. Interpreting Kathrine’s perspectives in
the ECE context suggests the discourse of developmental psychology that informs parents’
expectations about how their children should develop and experience childhood according to
ages and stages of child development. In this way, the discourse of developmental
psychology exercises power over children and their families, expecting them to achieve and

comply with standards of ‘normal’ development in order to live and participate in society.

Furthermore, Kathrine shows concern about Kylee going to a “different from normal school”.
Kathrine’s comments seem to be shaped by the perspective of verbal language as an
important milestone for Kylee to be independent and able to catch up with ‘normal’ children
in order to participate and succeed in a mainstream primary school. Kathrine’s views may be
the result of ableist discourses in the education system that mark the preference for
ablebodied children who can use verbal language to express themselves well so that they can
be understood and adapt to the culture of the mainstream education system. In this regard,
privileging normal ways of being, and communicating, the discourse of ableism provides a
view of Kylee and children with other communication differences as inherently negative and

undervalues children’s different ways of being and communicating.

In the following interview transcript, Kathrine shared her experience of accessing early

intervention services for Kylee. Kathrine said:

Excerpt 6. 31: Individual Interview
Kathrine (parent): We were going to the McKenzie centre for Kylee’s language therapy,
but we are not going there anymore. | did not like their concept. Like we have been there
three to four times. They have a playgroup on Tuesday, so we used to go there. They did

not do any therapy and one-to-one interaction with Kylee. Children just play there, and the
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teachers randomly talk to parents about the strategies to work with children. They do have
speech and occupational therapy, but they did not offer any sessions to Kylee. They have
referred our case to the Ministry of Education. Last Monday, an Early Intervention
Teacher (Rayleen) visited Kylee at home. Rayleen told us to encourage Kylee to speak by
using words for the things that she wants. She also said to me that the Ministry might
provide an Education Support Worker to work with Kylee. However, the ESW might not
start till next year as it is a very busy time of the year. So Kylee might get some help

sometime early next year.

Kathrine seems to be caught up in the special education discourse. The narrative of expert
power within the special education discourse apparently shapes Kathrine’s expectations that
speech therapy will help Kylee to speak; therefore, Kathrine shows her disappointment at
Kylee not being offered one-to-one speech therapy sessions. Kathrine’s comment might
reflect the ‘parental care’ to ensure Kylee receives the best support to thrive in her life.
Kathrine’s comments may not indicate deficit perspectives of Kylee, but the influence of the
value that society places on ‘verbal language’. As a result, parents of autistic children are

expected to look for interventions to enable their children to achieve ‘verbal language’.

Chapter Summary

The chapter contains examples of how dominant discourses of discipline, developmental
psychology, special education, and the discourse of inclusion inform the practices of teachers
at Shemrock. Kylee’s mother’s experiences of inclusive ECE services have also been situated
within the special education discourse. Within this discourse, Kathrine (Kylee’s mother)
agrees with the expert knowledge of special education professionals to seek speech therapy
and other early intervention services to support Kylee’s inclusion in ECE. Using CDA, I
looked beyond the beliefs and practices of participants toward the ECE context for disabled
children in New Zealand to argue that participants' beliefs and practices may be the result of
dominant discourses related to childhood and disability (developmental psychology, medical
and special education discourses) which exist in ECE and society as a whole. These
discourses are problematic as they reinforce ableist assumptions that privilege the ‘normal’
child, and see the differences of autistic children as ‘inherently negative’. These ableist
assumptions can further lead to disablist practices (negative attitudes, structural, and learning

barriers) as evident in some examples in this chapter. These findings are useful to provide
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insights for teachers to understand how these discourses (developmental, medical and special
education) can reinforce ableist assumptions and practices of disablism, thereby helping

teachers to rethink the construction of these discourses.
The next chapter discusses how disability awareness and critical reflection on their practices

helped these teachers to make changes at Shemrock and transformed their understanding

about the inclusion of autistic children.
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Chapter Eight: Reflective Teachers: Problematising Ableist
Discourses and Disablist Practices

Chapter Overview

In the previous chapter, an analysis of the findings unpacked rights and inclusion discourses
and the dominant discourses (developmental psychology, discipline and special education)
that inform the practices observed at Shemrock and examined how these discourses provide
evidence of ableism. This chapter explores how disability awareness and critical reflection on
their practices have helped teachers in this study to examine their attitudes and practices
toward autistic children. The importance of such reflective inquiry is emphasised by
MacNaughton (2005) who suggests that ECE teachers should engage in critical reflection on
their practices in order to resist power within discourses, negotiate subjectivities and even

change discourses.

The data in this chapter is derived from the focus group discussion with four teachers at
Shemrock. The focus group discussion provided an opportunity for teachers to look at the
data/video recordings of their teaching practices, and with the support of reflective targeted
questions, inquire critically into their practices. During the discussion, teachers’ responses
indicated a shift in their thinking; they appeared to interrogate their previously held
assumptions about Kylee and Jason (autistic children). Teachers also suggested ideas, and
reported that they had made changes in their teaching practices and the physical context at

Shemrock.

Critical Reflection to Assist Inclusive Practice

Disability scholars note that in creating inclusive schools, it is essential to provide teachers
with tools to critically examine their institutional policies and practices, identify whether they
are complicit in oppression, and create a space to rethink their practices (Ballard, 2003;
Lalvani, 2015). Giroux (2020) reminds us that critical reflection is an essential component of
critical pedagogy that requires teachers to scrutinise the dominant discourses in society and
interrogate the role of their own beliefs and practices in the systematic exclusion of specific

individuals or groups. Recently, disability scholars have argued for critical pedagogy as a key
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tool for inclusive education and a means of countering ableist beliefs (Baglieri & Lalvani,
2020). Baglieri and Lalvani (2020) suggest that teachers undertaking a critical inquiry into
ableism needed to engage in three important components of social justice-oriented critical
pedagogy: critical analysis, critical reflection, and social change. Critical analysis requires
teachers to interrogate the taken for granted understandings and dominant discourses that
perpetuate inequality for particular individuals and groups. Critical reflection extends the
teachers’ understanding of how these dominant disability discourses impact on their thinking
and teaching which can result in changes to their practice (Baglieri & Lalvani, 2020). The
following is an extract from the video transcript and an extract from the teachers’ focus group
discussion of the video where teachers appear to reflect on their teaching practices (See
Chapter Seven, p. 134 for Excerpt 6.14: Transcript of Video Observation).
Excerpt 7.2: Focus Group Discussion

Researcher: What could you all see going on at that moment?

Cherie: Could you please repeat the video, please?

Researcher: Yes, sure!

Cherie (Excerpt 7. 2. 1): | think, It was one of those moments when Kylee had a

meltdown. She was scratching her body. Sofia was trying to calm her. Sorry, | was not

there, but I could see Kylee was upset that day

Sofia (Excerpt 7. 2. 2): Yes, Kylee was upset that day. It was mat time. Children were

sitting on the mat. Stevie asked me to bring Kylee to the mat and sit beside her. She was

playing in a sandpit. | asked Kylee to join the mat. | held her hand, and we sat near the

door. She sat for a while, and then she started scratching her body. She started crying. |

was trying to calm her. There was a point when she started screaming and was trying to

pull off her pants. Then Stevie asked me to take her outside. I took her out, but she could

not stop crying and scratching. | changed her nappy and clothes, but she did not stop

crying. So | held her in my arms and took her to the family area. She enjoys playing there.

Then, suddenly, she stopped crying. | thought she just did not want to sit on the mat.
Researcher: Could you identify how ableism might inform interactions in the shared

video? (as | ask this question, the teachers started looking for the ways in which the

environment and interactions in the shared video indicated ableist thinking).
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Neah (Excerpt 7. 2. 3): | am not sure, but | think when Stevie asked Sofia to take Kylee
outside.

Stevie (Excerpt 7. 2. 4): When you earlier showed me this video, | reflected on it and
found that it was not a good way of telling Sofia to take Kylee outside. It does not set a
good example for other teachers and children. | thought that Kylee was resistant to sitting
on the mat and wanted to go outside. Later, | realised that my approach was not right; we
should have planned some tangible reward to encourage her to sit on the mat. Realising
this, I thought that having similar expectations for all children is good, but expecting the

same output should not be a goal because every child is different.

MacArthur and Kelly (2004) note that effective teachers critically reflect on their practices
and their assumptions about the abilities of disabled children. In this way, teachers can seek
to change and enhance their approaches so as to be responsive to the needs of disabled
learners. The potential of critical reflection to prompt reconsideration of thinking and
practices is evident in Stevie’s comments here. She reassesses her expectations that all
children should have the same learning outcomes without considering Kylee’s
impairmentrelated needs and their impact on her learning. In the above discussion, Stevie,
who previously thought Kylee was resisting and setting a bad example for other children on
the mat time, critically reviews her thinking and practice in this incident. She shares the
learning from her reflection on her practice which is the need to acknowledge individual
children’s differences. Stevie’s comment suggests some recognition of the need to diversify

teaching approaches to accommodate children’s different ways of learning and progressing.

Critical reflection helped teachers shift their thinking, and they also made significant changes

to their ECE setting environment. As Neah (teacher) described:
Neah (Excerpt 7. 2. 4): Have you observed a change in our environment? Now, we have
shifted our two and three-year-olds together in a large space, and our four and five-
yearolds are in the under two’s room. Kylee and Jason [childen with ASD] are in our
under two's room which is small and less noisy. This change has made a huge difference
in Kylee’s behaviour. She hardly had any meltdowns this week because this space is small
and less noisy. When I look back on the days when we sent Kylee to under two’s room,

she was much happier and calmer than she was in the previous preschool room. We had
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realised this thing, and we were like Oh god! We never thought that our environment

could be one of the reasons for Kylee’s meltdown.

Here, Neah explained the change teachers had made in the physical environment at Shemrock
and how that change helped with Kylee’s behaviour. The discussion above indicates that
reflection prompted a shift in focus from Kylee’s impairment to the physical environment at
Shemrock as a disabling factor for Kylee, and a different understanding of the possible
reasons for her meltdowns. Neah’s question is quite thought-provoking as it could make one
think about how disablement (physical, institutional and structural barriers) shapes the daily

functioning of autistic children.

The shift in Neah’s understanding here is supported by scholars. For example, Baglieri and
Lalvani (2020) suggest that ableism can be experienced when the built environment is
disabling to those who experience disability. In this view, the problem is not a person’s
impairment but how our world is constructed to serve a particular group of people and disable
others. While the social model of disability promotes accessibility for those with physical and
sensory disabilities, adjustments around access may not meet the needs of people with
invisible disabilities. In this regard, the DSE perspective argues that every child with
disability has their individual experiences. Learning from those who experience disability and
how disablement shapes their experiences can help teachers change their teaching and

education environment.

Cherie (teacher) questioned the disablist practices (structural barriers and labelling) that

exclude disabled children. She stated:
Cherie (Excerpt 7.2.5): I believe autism is just a tag. We are not looking at Kylee as
different from other tamariki. But sometimes, we unknowingly say and expect something
that seems usual to us. | mean, Stevie having the same expectation from Kylee was not
wrong. But it required more planning about how to execute that goal. As we realised, it
could be the noise, hunger, or thirst that was bothering her. When we give a label to a
child, we see her/his behaviour as a consequence of that label. This way, we might
become what you say ableist in our practice—now sitting together, talking through it,
reflecting, and giving each other solutions helping us to understand more about our
teaching.
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During the focus group discussion, Cherie questions the impact of labelling. Cherie's view
suggests that categorising and labelling disabilities mark children as ‘other’ in their minds
and bodies. Cherie critiques the societal discourses that see disabled children as being less
capable. She recognises that attributing Kylee’s behaviours to her autism label may reinforce
disabling practices that could lead to different treatment of Kylee in her ECE setting
(Shemrock). Cherie also articulated the teachers’ realisation that Kylee’s meltdowns could be
related to environmental factors like noise, hunger and thirst rather than something
problematic in her body and mind. Here Cherie's comments suggest that she and other
teachers at Shemrock have shifted their attention from Kylee's impairment characteristic to
recognising disabling practices in their ECE setting that impacted Kylee's learning.
Significantly, Cherie points to the value of their collaborative reflective inquiry in assisting
the teachers to reassess their assumptions when she says “talking through it, reflecting, and
giving each other solutions helping us to understand more about our teaching” (Line 7-9,

Excerpt 7.2.5).

The following section discusses the teachers’ responses that show a positive shift in their
understanding of professional development for teachers in relation to working with disabled

children.

Professional Development for Teachers: Shift in Teaching Perceptions

During the focus group discussion, | shared a common theme that | identified from individual
interviews with teachers and asked teachers for their insights about this theme. The theme
that emerged concerned professional development for teachers to assist in working with
disabled children. Findings in the previous chapter identified that some teachers think they
require expert help to include and support autistic children with their learning. However, the
teachers' responses in the group discussion showed a change in teachers’ thinking. They seem
to focus on changing the ECE environment and teachers’ attitudes to include children rather
than making children adapt to the existing ECE environment. The following excerpts are

from transcripts of teachers’ discussions on that theme. Cherie (teacher) said:

Excerpt 7. 3: Focus Group Discussion
Cherie: Yes, it is good to have professional development, especially for someone like me

because I did my degree 30 years ago when there was no paper on disability inclusion.
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However, | believe personal beliefs and interests also really matters. | have seen many
educators who are well informed about children with disabilities, but still, their practices
reflect the lack of interest and empathy towards disabled children. | have seen them
[teachers] losing patience. | have a lived example of disability at my home. My brother
had it. | have brought up seeing him as a whole human, not someone less than me, because
he does not have a limb. I have reflected on these experiences in my teaching practices for

30 years—seeing children as a whole, not less because he/she has a disability.

In the above discussion, Cherie questions the practices of some teachers when working with
disabled children, despite their knowledge and information about disability. She later
suggested that the problem lies not within children but in teachers’ attitudes. Moreover, she
talked about how her experiences of having a family member with a disability informed her
practices. Cherie’s view suggests that she has problematised the ableist ideology of ‘whole’
or ‘fully’ human, which produces disabled people as less capable. Cherie’s comments seem
to align with DSE perspectives, as she argues that disabled people's differences need to be
valued, and disabled people should be seen as whole, which challenges the medical view of
disability as a deficit. Cherie’s personal experiences and her beliefs about disability have
informed her teaching and supported Cherie to view disabled children as equally competent

as learners to their non-disabled peers.

Like Cherie, Sofia’s comments recognise the importance of personal beliefs and experiences

about disability. Sofia (teacher) articulated the need to learn from lived experiences of

children with autism and their families. She said:

Excerpt 7. 4: Focus Group Discussion
Sofia: | think learning from those whom themselves experienced disability and their
family is a great thing. Like, I go to church every Wednesday evening. I think I told you
this before about two mothers who shared their everyday experiences of their autistic
children in one of the evenings at church. They shared their understanding, experiences
and theories around autism. It was awesome for me just to hear about their experiences
and success. | never thought about the daily life challenges that children with autism and
their families face. After listening to them, my perspectives on autism had changed. |
learned from their talk how even small achievements were a huge thing for them; we

should celebrate even small achievements of our tamariki [children].
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A shift in Sofia’s thinking was also evident. In the previous chapter, Sofia’s comments
expressed a perceived need for special training to teach disabled children, but now she
appears to have broadened her views to learning from those who have lived experiences of
children with autism and their families as a helpful tool for her teaching. Sharing her
experience of attending a talk by mothers of autistic children, she commented that she had
been unaware of the challenges children with autism and their family members could
encounter in their daily lives. Learning from the experiences of family members who have
children with autism has changed Sofia’s perspectives on autism. Connor and Gabel (2010)
note that insights for transforming pedagogy and educational environments emerge when we
consider disability a valuable source of lived experiences rather than as something to be
accommodated in the mainstream classroom. The framework of DSE has recognised the
importance of lived experiences of disability as a tool for teachers to critically interrogate
ableist beliefs and transform their teaching pedagogies and learning environment (Annamma
et al., 2013; Baglieri & Lalvani, 2020). Sofia’s comments suggest that understanding and
recognising the individual experiences of autistic children in the teaching process can provide
a critical starting point for teachers to support the participation and learning of autistic
children in their ECE settings.

Researcher: Awesome! It’s great to hear. What do you think, Neah?

Excerpt 7. 5: Focus Group Discussion

Neah: Stevie and | had attended the Autism New Zealand workshop. We really enjoyed

our experiences. We could relate a lot to our learning with Jason and Kylee. It helped me

personally to understand what could be the possible reasons for their behaviour. What are

the difficulties that children with autism face in their everyday life. Eh? Stevie?

Excerpt 7. 6: Focus Group Discussion

Stevie: Yes, the workshop helped us relate to Jason and Kylee. In our regional meeting, |

proposed having some professional development related to disability. We have PD on

inclusion but not particularly for disability inclusion. | have encouraged all of my staff to

attend the Incredible Years Programme for teachers. | think some of them [teachers] have

enrolled.
Neah’s and Stevie’s comments expressed the importance of professional development to

better understand the experiences of autistic children and the everyday challenges that

children encounter within society. Neah’s comments suggest that professional development
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helped her to understand how inaccessible physical and learning environments could be
disabling for autistic children. Moreover, Stevie showed interest in continuing work toward
inclusivity at Shemrock. As a part of this commitment, she has proposed the idea of having a
professional workshop for teachers on disability inclusion in their regional meeting. Stevie
also encouraged teachers to attend the Incredible Years Programme. However, scholars argue
that the Incredible Years Programme for Teachers is based on the psychological
understanding of identifying and preventing or managing behavioural problems in children,
which does not align with the holistic approach of learning articulated in Te Whariki (Arndt
et al., 2015; Fergusson et al., 2013). Thus, there is a need for professional development
experiences for teachers that support social and relational views of disability, targeted at
recognising and removing barriers in the learning environment and providing teachers with
tools for identifying and disrupting ableist beliefs and disabling practices.

Moving on, I discuss teachers’ responses to what they understand by ableism and how this

understanding helped them with the spirit and intention of inclusion.

Understanding Ableism: A Teaching and Learning Tool for ECE Teachers

To explore teachers’ understandings of ableism and how this knowledge helped them make
inclusion more effective, | asked participants the following questions: What do you all
understand by the concept of ableism? How does knowledge about ableism shared in the
introductory meeting help you in the inclusion of disabled children? Below are excerpts of
transcripts of teachers’ responses.
Cherie (Excerpt 7.7): For me, ableism means seeing the child as less than so-called
‘normal’. As we all just talked about it that expecting the same for all the children is not
ableism, expecting the same output is because every child is different in his/her way.
Researcher: Hmm right. So how has it helped you as a teacher?
Cherie (Excerpt 7. 8): It has helped me reflect not just on what you recorded but also on
our everyday teaching. Sometimes, we try to do good for a child, but we become biased in
our practice unknowingly. I don’t know if biased is the right word or ableist in our
practices. So, it helped me to question my beliefs toward disability.
Cherie’s understanding of ableism appears to have been informed by reflection on culturally
constructed, taken for granted knowledge about what is considered ‘normal’ in society and
the ways in which teachers and people who encounter these discourses come to understand a

child with disability as less or inferior. Moreover, Cherie’s comments suggest that the focus
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group discussion provided her with an opportunity to reflect on her teaching practices and
attitudes toward disability. Cherie seems to question the dominant discourse of
developmental psychology in her recognition that teachers should consider diversity in
children’s learning abilities, rather than having the same expectations about each child’s
achievement. Planning teaching which considers the strengths, needs and abilities of an
individual child is central to teaching and learning approaches in Te Whariki (MoE, 2017)
and the DSE perspectives.
Researcher: Thanks, Cherie, for your response. What do you think, Stevie?
Stevie (Excerpt 7. 9): Ableism is a term that | did not hear before you talked about it. |
have worked in disability services in Australia. Even during that time, we were not aware
of this. When I initially spoke to you about your research, | found it a valuable thing for
our teachers to know. It helped me to think more deeply about inclusion. It is not only
about welcoming children with different learning needs in our centre, which we always
have been open to, but it is also about our attitudes and willingness to change our
environment and teaching. It made a positive change in our environment and teaching. We
have shifted our rooms. We don’t have many children in our preschool room, and it is
smaller than the one we had before. This really helped with Kylee’s meltdowns. As I also
told you that we are also planning to bring some professional development in disability in

our monthly PD [professional development] sessions.

Stevie’s comments suggest that even after working in the disability field, she had been
unaware of the term ableism, and knowing about ableism helped her reflect deeply on the
meaning of inclusion. She now believes that inclusion is about teachers’ reflecting on their
attitudes toward disabled children and teachers’ willingness to make modifications in their
teaching and learning environments in ECE settings. Stevie’s view suggests a transformation
in her thinking about what needed to be changed in providing inclusive education; she
recognised that the ECE setting environment and teachers' attitudes can present barriers to
some children’s inclusion. Removing attitudinal, physical and social barriers to teaching and
learning is central to the approach to inclusion espoused in Te Whariki (MoE, 2017) and
DSE. Employing DSE framing to understand inclusion in ECE, teachers can consider how
they can create the more inclusive environment for children through identifying and
removing barriers to children’s learning and planning teaching programmes so children can

participate meaningfully (Ferri &Bacon, 2011).

181



Knowing about ableism also helped Neah (teacher) to value the knowledge, skills and

experiences that disabled children bring to their ECE setting. Neah stated:

Neah (Excerpt 7. 10): As I told you in your last presentation. Knowing about ableism
helped me to reflect on my practices for Jason. Sometimes, unknowingly | have engaged
in practices where | see Jason as less capable than other children.

Neah (Excerpt 7. 11): I really liked the idea of ableism. I have gone through your
information sheet and learned more about ableism through this presentation and found
how unknowingly we have been ableist in our practices. We humans are diverse. Thinking
that being ‘normal’ we are more powerful than others is an idea that we have been
unknowingly practising. After knowing about ableism, I reflected on my attitudes and
practices and realised how | had been an ableist. For example, last year, we were planning
a cultural tour. I sort of ignored Jason’s participation, thinking that we would not be able
to manage him with other kids. But when I saw him participating in dance and singing
practices, then I realised how my attitude was ableist toward Jason by thinking that he
wouldn’t be able to participate as other kids. I found the idea of ableism very important for
teachers to understand and realise how unknowingly we have been ableist (Introductory
meeting, 14/April/2019).

Neah found understanding ableism beneficial for reflecting on her teaching practices and
making her teaching more inclusive. In the introductory meeting, Neah talked about how
knowing about ableism helped her link ableism with able-bodied privileges that a ‘normal’
group of people uphold in society. Then, sharing an incident, Neah reflects on how she
unknowingly became ableist by seeing Jason as less competent to participate in cultural
activities and her belief that it would be challenging to manage Jason at the cultural
competition. Neah’s comments appear to critically analyse the dominant discourse of
‘ableism’ and how this discourse reinforces her judgement about Jason’s ability to participate

and excel in cultural activities.

Researcher: yeah.... Great to hear! Sofia, would you like to say something?

Sofia (Excerpt 7.12): Yes, it was a good experience for me too. | have never participated

in research before. | believe none of us have. Knowing about ableism helped me to be

more inclusive in my teaching. Last year, we had a Matariki celebration where we planned
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some balancing exercises for children. Kylee was new to our centre, and she was not much
into jumping and balancing. So | thought it would be good if she tried those exercises after
other children’s performances. But she somehow escaped from there. She might have
observed other children balancing. She hopped on the rope, started walking and balanced
so well. We all were amazed to see her balancing, which is when I realised that | should

not think that way. | should see Kylee as competent as other children.

Like Neah, Sofia also shared an incident where she doubted Kylee’s ability to participate in
play activity alongside other non-disabled children. Baglieri and Lalvani (2020) note that
ableism exists when teachers form misconceptions about children’s abilities and hold lower
expectations of disabled children. Accordingly, Sofia’s lower expectation of Kylee’s
participation in a balancing activity is an example of not viewing Kylee as an equally capable
learner as her peers. However, Neah and Sofia's reflections on their practices made them
realise how they had previously devalued and made judgements about Kylee’s and Jason’s

capabilities.

Chapter Summary

The CDA presented in this chapter indicates that teachers have critically reflected on their
practices. As part of critical reflection, teachers’ comments suggest that they have questioned
both ableist beliefs (able-bodied ideology) and disablism practices (labelling, lower
expectations, physical and attitudinal barriers) and reflected on how these discourses have
underpinned their practices with Jason and Kylee. Some teachers interrogated able-bodied
privileges, and others actively positioned disability as a form of diversity, which is a step
toward recognising and dismantling ableism (Connor & Gabel, 2010). Sofia (teacher)
highlighted the relevance of learning from those who have autism and their family members
as an essential aspect of their teaching. Additionally, teachers made changes in the physical
environment at Shemrock as a result of their new understandings. Stevie (curriculum leader
and a teacher) generated proposals for professional development on disability inclusion and
aspired to empower teachers to develop inclusive pedagogies and affect changes in their
teaching. These findings have implications for teachers as they show how disability
awareness and critical reflection on their practices can help teachers to identify and question
the dominant discourses of ableism and disablism and how these discourses underpin their

practices and negatively impacted the inclusion of autistic and other disabled children. The
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next chapter presents a discussion of findings in relation to theoretical perspectives and the

literature reviewed in the study.
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Chapter Nine: Discussion

Chapter Overview

This study set out to explore whether and how ableism operates in ECE in New Zealand, and
assess its impact on the inclusion of autistic children. Disability Studies in Education (DSE)
and ableism were the theoretical frameworks for this study. Thematic analysis and Critical
Discourse Analysis (CDA) were used to analyse Te Whariki (MoE, 2017) and Success for All
(MoE, 2010), and observational, and interview data were gathered in a case study of an ECE
setting in New Zealand. The study found that there was evidence of ableism operating in
ECE policies and interactions through dominant discourses surrounding disability and ECE
(developmental psychology, neoliberalism, special education and medical discourses of
disability). Furthermore, the ways in which these ableist assumptions resulted in disabling
practices such as inaccessible learning environments and teaching pedagogies were also
identified. Reflecting on the findings and relevant literature, this chapter brings together key
themes to address the research questions. Table 3 below outlines the themes generated from

my data in relation to the research questions.
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Table 3 Research Questions and Discussion themes

Research Questions
RQ 1. How do discourses of ableism frame
the text, and ideologies of inclusion in ECE
policies in New Zealand?

RQ 2. How does ableism inform teachers’
understandings, beliefs and practices for
autistic children in an ECE setting?

RQ 3. What is the impact of ableism on
families of autistic children?

RQ 4. How can disability and ableism
awareness training and critical reflection on
practice help teachers support inclusive
practices for autistic children in an ECE
setting?

Themes
Theme One: The rhetorical discourse of
inclusion: The tension between rights-based
and special education discourses

Theme Two: The ideal of neoliberal
ableism: Positioning the child as a
competent, healthy and autonomous
individual

Theme Three: A complex understanding of
disability: An overlap between the medical
and social models

Theme Four: Inclusive education is about
presence, participation and learning

Theme Five: Deficit theorising of autistic
children as different in their bodies, minds
and emotions

Theme Six: A dominant discourse of
developmental psychology in practice

Theme Seven: Parents negotiating inclusion
for their child

Theme Eight: Teachers problematising
ableism: Shifting the focus from the
individual child to structural barriers

In the next section, I discuss two themes that emerged from the CDA of policy documents.

These two themes address the first Research Question (RQ 1).
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Rhetoric of Inclusion: A Tension between Rights-based and Special
Education Discourses

The CDA of the two policy documents, Te Whariki (MoE, 2017) and Success for All (MoE,
2010), revealed a tension between rights-based and special education discourses. The view of
inclusion in both the policy documents is grounded in a human rights approach that aims to
ensure non-discriminatory practices for disabled children. A human rights approach promotes
legislative and cultural provisions that aim to provide equitable learning opportunities for all
learners and can be used to challenge the status quo and deficit-driven approaches to
disability (Sayers, 2018). However, the rights-based discourse of inclusion apparent in these
policy documents is sometimes awkwardly juxtaposed with deficit views of disability

underpinned by developmental and special education discourses.

The rights-based approach to inclusion in Te Whariki is based on the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child [UNCROC] (United Nations, 1989) and Maori
worldviews that support the rights of all children to participate and have equitable
opportunities in their ECE setting, regardless of their “gender and ethnicity, diversity of
ability and learning needs, family structures and values, socio-economic status and religion”
(MoE, 2017, p. 13). The broad approach to inclusion in Te Whariki seems to be underpinned
by the principles of inclusion from the Salamanca Statement. The Salamanca Statement
affirms that “schools should accommodate all children regardless of their physical,
intellectual, social, emotional, linguistic or other conditions. This should include disabled and
gifted children, street and working children, children from remote or nomadic populations,
children from linguistic, ethnic or cultural minorities and children from other disadvantaged
or marginalized areas or groups” (UNESCO, 1994, p. 6). However, the terms “disability” and

“gifted children” are not explicitly recognised in Te Whariki.

Furthermore, the rights-based discourse in the curriculum document orients teachers to seek
extra support for children where teachers judge that this is needed. “From time to time,
external expertise may be_called on to support children’s learning. This is important for all
children, but particularly (my emphasis) so for those who need additional learning support”
(MoE, 2017, p. 64). The discourse of extra learning support in Te Whariki is intended to
support equitable participation and access to learning opportunities for disabled children (and
others) in ECE settings, as discussed in the key legislation, UNCROC and UNCRPD (United
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Nations General Assembly,1989, 2006). According to this legislation, it would be
discriminatory not to provide special education services, such as physiotherapy, speech
therapy, communication support, access to assistive technology, to support the participation
of disabled children. Special education services per se are not the problem; the concern is
about when they are provided in isolation from systems changes. Any reference to systems
changes in the curriculum document alongside seeking specialist help is absent and the

‘problem’ can correspondingly appear to reside with the child.

A tension within a rights-based approach is evident in the ways the discourse of
developmental psychology may reinforce deficit views of disability underpinning special
education assumptions. The discourse of developmental psychology in Te Whariki
prominently identifies the need for intervention and extra support for children. The
curriculum states that “when children are observed not meeting the typical development
characteristics, they should be provided with “further assessment, planning, interventions and
support” (MoE, 2017, p. 13). The reference to “typical learning development” links to the
notion of universal stages of ‘normal’ development that typify the experiences of nondisabled
children. Although the curriculum authors discuss how development varies across time,
context and culture, how the individual experiences of disabled children might impact their

development trajectory is not considered within the document.

Moreover, the curriculum states, “Identifying the learning, progress to date, possible next
steps, and whether additional support is required are the core elements in a formative
assessment process” (p. 64). However, there are no explicit guidelines in Te Whariki about
how teachers are expected to assess the additional learning needs of children. According to
Aspden et al. (2022) there has been tension among teachers in relation to adopting the
strengths-based approach outlined in Te Whariki, instead of a developmental approach to
assessment which focuses on assessing children’s developmental delays, and is aligned with
the medical model of understanding disability. This tension was exemplified in Sofia’s
developmental observation of Bali (Chapter Seven p. 141), where she made clear reference to
“normal” children and her concern about Bali’s deviation from the norm. In this case, the
discourse of developmental psychology seemed to help the teacher identify children’s needs.
However, the practice that comes with this discourse instinctively may assume that disabled

children are the problem. Consequently, teachers' focus remains on scrutiny of children in the
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form of various assessments that emphasise the child’s weaknesses and individual
characteristics, diverting attention from educational structures and practices that create
barriers for children who are different (Baglieri et al., 2011a; Macartney, 2011; Watson,
2017). Such practices could lead to assumptions about children's capabilities and justify the
marginalisation of children, as the focus of practice remains on the perceived ‘normal’ child,
and the disabled child is given a lack of attention and seen as a minority. This finding is
consistent with arguments made by Goodley et al. (2016) who argue that dehumanising
practices associated with psychological approaches can provide a view of disabled children
“as less than fully human” (p. 775). Consequently, disabled children are “marginalized by or
excluded from the expectations, opportunities and aspirations afforded to so-called typically
developing children” (Goodley et al., 2016, p. 775).

The influence of the discourses of developmental psychology in Te Whariki is in line with its
pervasive presence in policy documents and curricula internationally, as reported in the
literature (see for example, Antonsen, 2019; Burman, 2008; and McNaughton, 2006).
Critiquing the discourse of developmental psychology, Burman (2008) argues that a key
effect of this discourse in ECE policies lies in the resulting structuring of standards and
norms which provide a rationale for seeking ‘special’ education provision for those who
appear to deviate from the norm. Teachers' practices informed by “bell-curve thinking such
as developmental norms to assess learning and identify and categorise learners by ability
level” can serve to limit children’s learning and achievement rather than enhance it (Florian
& Black-Hawkins, 2011, p. 826). Such practices create the binary of children who need and
do not need additional learning support and its associated stigma that marks some children as
different (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011). Alternatively, Florian and Black-Hawkins (2011)
suggest that to meaningfully practise the concept of education for all, we need to shift
attention from an approach of providing “something ‘additional’ or ‘different’ for those
(some) who experience difficulties” toward developing inclusive pedagogy that focuses on
“extend[ing] what is ordinarily available in the community of the classroom as a way of
reducing the need to mark some learners as different” (p. 826). An example of extension is
when teachers make different lesson plans available, based on their previous experiences and
knowledge about children's interests, abilities, and needs (Florian, 2015). This approach of
inclusive pedagogy is broadly related to Universal Design for Learning (UDL) (Florian,
2015).
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Special education discourse is seen in the Success for All policy, notably in promoting the
earliest possible identification of disabilities and early intervention. The Success for All
policy views inclusion as an extended field of special education and highlights the
importance of early intervention. The policy states that “we have implemented initiatives in
recent years so we can identify students with special education needs earlier and more
effectively. This includes the universal new-born hearing and early intervention services, as
well as B4 School checks. More children are being identified, which increases the
expectation of support” (MoE, 2014, p. 28). The discourse of special education in Success for
All sends a mixed message. On the one hand, the ideology of early identification enables the
identification of children’s needs and provision of extra support, which conforms to the right
to equitable learning opportunities. On the other hand, the practices underlying some special

education interventions perpetuate the medical discourse of disability.

The medical discourse is seen in the early intervention services that are one of the
components of the Success for All policy. As in other parts of the world, early intervention
services in New Zealand focus on developmental and behavioural psychology through the
identification of disability and a focus on remediating the effects of disability (Liberty, 2014).
Teachers assessing children for early intervention services participate by sending referrals to
a specialist and engaging in interventions like positive behaviour support and individual
education plans. In this regard, the special education discourse may inform teachers' subject
position as ethical and good teachers and place them in a powerful position to categorise and
help children conform to the idea of the ‘normal’ child (Watson, 2017). This finding is
consistent with the argument of MacArthur and Rutherford (2016) that in Success for All
policy equity to education is primarily related to the distribution of special education
resources. They argued that the needs-based approach of special education in Success for All
policy “offers little to disavow disablist assumptions that ‘special needs students’
(homogenised as a group distinct from ‘normal’ students) are problematic, require extra
resources and time, have limited/fixed ability, and may disrupt other students’ learning
through challenging behaviour and additional demands on teachers’ time” (p. 160). Whereas,
having its roots in equity and human rights, inclusive education values human diversity and
demands transformation in the teaching and educational environment (MacArthur &
Rutherford, 2016).
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Accordingly, the special education discourse has implications for teachers' practices as it may
reinforce the belief among teachers that there is something wrong with disabled children. The
special education discourse also seemed to inform some teachers’ beliefs in this study that
they are not qualified enough to work with autistic children, as exemplified by Sofia’s view
that she was not educated to work with children with autism (reported on P. 141). This
understanding that teaching autistic children requires different skills may reinforce “bell
curve thinking” about children’s ability levels and reflect assumptions about children's
capacity to learn, which can adversely affect their educational outcomes (Florian & Black-
Hawkins, 2011, p. 813). This finding is consistent with Purdue’s (2009) New Zealand study
where some teachers believed that they did not have the specialist skills and knowledge
required to teach disabled children and that disabled children are the responsibility of
specialists. This assumption might lead to exclusion of disabled children based on the
judgement that the problem is inherent in the individual learner. Instead, teachers should
focus on “the ways that teachers respond to individual differences, the pedagogical choices
they make and how they utilise specialist knowledge that differentiates inclusive practice

from other pedagogical approaches” (Florian, 2015, p. 8).

The contradictory discursive realities found entrenched in the policy documents (Te Whariki
and Success for All policy) are consistent with Fairclough's (2003) argument that policy
consists of diverse discourses. As has been argued, discussion of the findings indicates that
the discourses of developmental psychology and special education in Te Whariki and Success
for All policy provide a rationale for supporting disabled children’s rights to equitable
learning opportunities. Simultaneously, these discourses may also reinforce ableist beliefs

and disabling practices that underpin negative attitudes toward disability.

The Ideal of Neoliberal-ableism: Positioning a Child as a Competent,
Healthy and Autonomous Individual

In examining the policy documents using CDA, the discourse of ‘neoliberal ableism’ was
found in Success for All (MoE, 2010). In Chapter Two, the Literature Review, | discussed
that neoliberal-ableism focuses on improving children’s competencies and values
autonomous, productive and able-bodied citizens, and excludes those who do not meet this
norm (Goodley, 2014). Literature in disability studies shows that the neoliberal model of

education poses a challenge for inclusive education of disabled children as it shows
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preferences for ableness and focuses on nurturing neoliberal subjects through special
education models (Goodley, 2014, 2017; Lyons, 2021; Mitchell & Synder, 2014; Romstein,
2015; Runswick-Cole, 2011; Runswick-Cole & Mallet, 2012; Slee, 2011).

The findings of this study have substantiated these claims. The discourse of neoliberal
ableism in Success for All promotes the importance of special education in increasing the
performativity of children to contribute to the country’s future progress. The Success for All

policy explicitly recognises the significance of special education. “Special education is

important (my emphasis) for the future success of New Zealand and New Zealanders. It helps
all children and young people achieve their potential, leading to better outcomes for them,
their communities and broader society” (p. 31). Interestingly, the discourse of neoliberal
ableism in the Success for All policy, whilst promoting the special education services for
equality of opportunity for children, also appears to reinforce the remedial view that special
education helps to enhance children’s productive potential, which maximises individual self-
sufficiency and produces fewer dependent adults. However, this view is only problematic
when future productivity is the main purpose of education, and other broader purposes are

narrowed.

Furthermore, the policy states that “In the face of rising demand, we need to maximise the
impact of current resources” (MoE, 2014, p. 10). To maximise the impact of special
education resources, the policy intends to increase the capacity of teachers and
educationalists “to identify and better manage children and young people with special
education needs. For example, signs of behavioural issues can be identified before specialist,
one-on-one support is needed. This allows support to be given to children much earlier, at a
lower cost, and with a greater likelihood of resolving the difficulty” (MoE, 2014, p. 29). In
this regard, the policy guides teachers’ practices through Positive Behaviour for Learning
(PB4L) which is the fourth component of the policy. PB4L includes professional
development programmes like the Incredible Years Programme for Teachers (1'YPT), which
focuses on how teachers can identify and manage children with problematic behaviour. I'YPT
guides teachers to identify problematic behaviours as compared with what is considered
‘normal’/appropriate in a child’s behaviour. Targeted interventions in the form of teaching
strategies are suggested to resolve difficulties associated with a child’s behaviour. The

Ministry of Education (2013) sees positive behaviour as a “prerequisite to improving the
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engagement and achievement of children and young people” (p. 4). Behavioural theories
underlying the programme encourage teachers’ practices to focus on managing children’s
behaviour through social learning and operate conditioning techniques so that children can fit
into desirable behaviour that society expects of them so as to become productive and
responsible citizens. The purpose of education, teaching and learning is oriented towards a
narrow range of “outcomes for children in terms of peer relationship improvements, school
readiness outcomes and reduction of aggressive behaviours in the classroom”
(WebsterStratton & Reid, 2009, p. 247). As a result, the focus of practice remains on
normalising children’s behaviour, and positive outcomes are measured in terms of individual

behaviour rather than changes in teaching pedagogies and educational contexts.

This finding is consistent with the criticism by Arndt et al. (2015) of the Incredible Years
Programme for Teachers (I'YPT). They argue that I'YPT is underpinned by psychological and
behavioural theories and recommends practices of reward and punishment and other
individualised approaches, that assume children are passive receivers of interventions. Such
approaches are not in line with the holistic and empowerment principles of teaching and
learning that frame Te Whariki. Considering this, Arndt et al. (2015) contend that I'YPT does
more than manage children’s behaviours; it serves a neoliberal agenda that disciplines
children in managing themselves, “normalized to lead useful, docile and practical lives”
(Marshall & Marshall, 1999, p. 46 as cited in Arndt et al., 2015). In this way, through I'YPT,
the government seems to push an outcomes-based approach and productive citizenship by
managing children’s behaviours so they “will become employable and not a fiscal burden” on

society (Arndt et al., 2015, p. 284).

Campbell (2009) claims that the double bind of ableism takes place within Western

neoliberal society:

On the one hand, discourses of equity proclaim inclusion by way of promoting positive
attitudes (sometimes legislated in mission statements, marketing campaigns, equal
opportunity protections) and yet, on the other hand, ableist discourses proclaim quite
empathetically that disability is inherently negative, ontologically intolerable, in the end, a

dispensable remnant (p. 12).
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Affirming Campbell’s (2009) claims, I have argued that while educational policies in New
Zealand have placed increasing emphasis on rights and equitable participation, the discourse
of neoliberal-ableism’s focus on productivity might stigmatise disability. Thus, the
discussion here suggests that the discourse of neoliberal-ableism found in Success for All

accompanies the rhetoric of inclusion with contradictory messages.

The Silenced Discourse of Disability in Te Whariki

The study also explored the silenced discourse of disability in Te Whariki. The curriculum
document highlights the role of ECE teachers in recognising and upholding the mana of all
children and their families. Underpinning Maori values, mana is a central concept in Te
Whariki based on valuing an individual child’s competencies, language and culture. The
CDA of Te Whariki shows that because the term “disability’ is not explicitly mentioned in Te
Whariki, disabled children and their families might be prevented from feeling empowered
and having an equal right to participate and belong in their ECE settings. Although the term
‘disability’ is not explicitly considered in the curriculum, disabled children may be included
in “children who may need additional learning support” (MoE, 2017, p. 12). However, the
terminology of “children who may need additional learning support” can be problematic in
the ways it may reinforce the assumption that these children need ‘additional’ resources to
those usually provided in the ECE setting. Consequently, the focus remains on identifying
children’s additional support rather than also making changes in pedagogies, curriculum and
routines. This focus counters the inclusive education approach in the curriculum that
emphasises teachers planning pedagogy according to individual children’s differences and
abilities. As noted by Florian and Black-Hawkins (2011) “in the additional needs approach,
the attention is focused on how to ensure that the student identified as needing something
‘additional’ or ‘different’ to others in the class can participate in the lesson” (p. 820). By
contrast, inclusive pedagogy focuses on all children in the classroom to ensure how the
teaching pedagogy can be modified to support the different needs of children and can “avoid
the stigma of judging some students as less able” (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011, p. 827).
Likewise, Curran and Runswick- Cole (2014) claim that while contemporary work in
childhood studies has recognised diversity through gender, age and ethnicity, disability is still
missing from the discussion. If disability is recognised, it is evident through deficit language

and special education discourses.
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Furthermore, my CDA of Te Whariki shows that the silent discourse of disability is evident in
the absence of discussion on disability and disability oppression like ableism in the section

on theories underpinning the curriculum. The curriculum document explicitly discusses
Kaupapa Maori and Pasifika cultural theories, to ensure that the culture, identity and
language of all children are recognised and valued. A discussion of disability is not included
in the section on the theoretical underpinnings of the curriculum. This omission could be seen
as significant, as perspectives that are important for teachers to identify and challenge ableist
beliefs and provide opportunities for children to discuss disability biases are not evident. The
authors of Te Whariki expect teachers to use critical theories to inform their practice “to
challenge disparities, injustices, inequalities and perceived norms” (MoE, 2017, p. 62).
However, the curriculum does not provide specific guidance for teachers on how they might
use critical theory perspectives to reflect on the implications for disabled children policy and
practices informed by assumed norms. Liasidou (2008) argues that diverse (dominant and
silenced) discourses in policy shape the ways education is envisioned, and how we see and
respond to disabled learners. The absence of explicit acknowledgement of disability in Te
Whariki might prevent teachers from seeing disability as a fundamental aspect of children's
conception of themselves and the strengths and diversity they bring to their ECE settings.
The absence of any discussion on disability oppression, such as through ableism awareness
may reinforce the deficit medical and special education discourses that discount the identities

and experiences of disabled children.

A Complex Understanding of Disability: An Overlap between the Medical

and Social Models

This section discusses the main themes that emerged from the case study findings. The first
four themes address Research Question Two (RQ 2): How does ableism inform teachers’
understandings, beliefs and practices for autistic children in an ECE setting? The first theme
demonstrates that the participants’ understandings of disability are based on a combination of
discourses that are sometimes contradictory. The findings show that participants mostly
understood disability as a social construct resulting from negative attitudes and an
inaccessible society. At the same time, participants saw disability as a functional limitation
that restricts disabled people's participation. In response, participants considered that disabled

people require extra support to perform their daily tasks. These views suggest that in the
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participants’ understandings, there is an overlap in the social and medical models of
disability. This overlap is in keeping with the bio-psychosocial approach to understanding
disability, underpinning the International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health
[ICF] model (WHO, 2001). The ICF model integrates both the medical and the social models
of disability and considers disability as the complex interaction between an individual with
health conditions and limitations and the barriers that society imposes on the individual
(WHO, 2001). Within the ICF model, impairment is defined in relation to the statistically
population-based standard of a ‘normal’ person. The standard of a ‘normal’ person is used to
determine the body’s capacity and its functionality and to identify the absence, presence, or
severity of disability (Gibson, 2016). In this regard, the conceptual understanding of the ICF
model does not align with DSE perspectives as it sees impairment as a deviation from the
normal body that requires intervention and perpetuates the marginalisation of disabled
children rather than challenging discrimination. However, a different perspective of disability
as a relational concept was evident in one participant’s understanding of disability as she
drew on individual experiences of impairment and societal barriers she faced. Interpreting
participants' understanding of disability from DSE perspectives indicates that while
participants considered the role of negative societal attitudes and structural barriers in
describing disability, most of their responses also indicated an ableist understanding of

disability as a functional limitation of physical and cognitive ability in relation to the norm.

Inclusive Education is about Presence, Participation and Learning

The study also explored participants' understanding of inclusive education and their
perception of an inclusive classroom. A theme that emerged in the responses of all
participants was a view of inclusion as the responsibility for providing equitable learning
opportunities for all children, an understanding that draws on the human rights approach.
These findings highlight participants’ understanding of the ‘presence of all children’ as a
foundational idea of inclusion embedded in anti-discrimination legislation (UNESCO, 1994;
UNCRPD, 2006) and Te Whariki (MoE, 2017).

Furthermore, participants’ responses to the question about how they practised inclusion

suggest an inclusive pedagogy approach. One participant considered inclusion in practice as

not discriminating against children on the ground of disability and providing extra support to
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children with very high needs. Other participants described inclusion in practice as
supporting disabled children’s social skills and highlighted the teacher's responsibility in
facilitating inclusion to ensure that learning experiences are planned according to each
child’s needs, interests and abilities. These findings are broadly supported by an
understanding of inclusive education as all children being present, participating, belonging
and learning as reflected in Te Whariki. There is an expectation in the curriculum that
teachers will know all of the children in their ECE settings and plan inclusive pedagogy
considering individual children’s interests and abilities to ensure they each participate in

meaningful learning alongside their peers (MoE, 2017).

Deficit Theorising of Autistic Children as Different in their Bodies, Minds

and Emotions

Chapter Six discussed findings concerning teachers' experiences of facilitating inclusive
education for autistic children, which revealed the medical discourse of autism and associated
deficit theorising. The medical discourse of autism privileges able-bodied individuals while
pathologising those who do not meet the able-bodied criteria (Shildrick, 2005). The language
used by participants to describe their experiences with autistic children implied the behaviour
of autistic children has arisen mainly from their embodied differences, with little
consideration given to the role of social and educational barriers in creating those challenges.
These findings are supported in the literature that shows that dominant descriptions of autistic
children are situated within medical perspectives in which children are frequently
conceptualised as isolated and disengaged from the social world and restricted by their
embodied deficits (Douglas et al., 2019; Mc Guire, 2011; Runswick-Cole et al., 2016).

The literature reviewed for this thesis showed that the medical model of disability has
dominated practices in education (Fisher & Goodley, 2007; Lalvani, 2015b). The dominant
medical perspectives of disability could be the reason why educators continue to be largely
unaware of alternative ways of describing disability (Fisher & Goodley, 2007). The
discussion of this study’s findings, in line with the literature reviewed, indicates that the
dominance of medical discourses and limited understanding of alternative ways of
understanding autism may determine participants’ use of the language of pathology to

describe their experiences with autistic children.
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In summary, the discussion of findings in Chapter Six suggests that participants critiqued the
disabling society and the role of negative attitudes in restricting disabled children’s
participation. This understanding, informed by a social-relational model, can promote
practices that try to counter social barriers. However, it was also apparent that this social
relational understanding overlapped with the medical and special education discourses on
disability and autism. These findings indicate the importance of teacher reflection about their
thinking and practices. There is a need for teachers to recognise and challenge ableist deficit
approaches to achieve inclusive practices for all children. Additionally, participants
articulated an understanding of inclusive education as children’s right to be present,
participate and learn, a recognition that challenges the traditional understanding of inclusion
as merely being about the presence of children in mainstream ECE settings. The next theme

discusses how ableism can be seen to operate in ECE practices.

A Dominant Discourse of Developmental Psychology in Practice

The study’s findings indicate that discourses of developmental psychology, discipline, and
play provide evidence of ableism in ECE practices. Ableism is inherent in a society which
privileges one (normal) way of being and discounts the identities and experience of disability.
The discourse of developmental psychology and discipline formed teachers’ expectations
about the appropriate behaviour of children during group activities like mat time. As a result,
autistic children who did not meet these behavioural expectations were considered by
teachers as disruptive, not setting a good example and a potential threat to other children's
safety. This finding corroborates Love and Beneke’s (2021) argument that the discourse of
developmental psychology reinforces the ableist notion of ability or normalcy in ECE.
Correspondingly, ECE practices, meant to support children’s participation, are dominated by
expectations about appropriate behaviour that are intended to assimilate all children into the
ableist norm without considering differences in children’s ways of being and behaving in
ECE.

The study’s findings also suggest that when influenced by the discourse of developmental
psychology, teachers did not notice how the learning environment, the structure of the
activity, noise and close proximity among children could be overwhelming, resulting in
autistic children’s behaviour such as screaming, inability to follow teachers’ instructions and

running away from the mat time. This finding supports Goodley and Runswick-Cole’s (2014)
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claim that autistic children can have difficulty engaging in some environments, which
sometimes leads to what is considered socially inappropriate behaviour when judged against
the notion of appropriate and socially acceptable behaviour. As a result, the normative
assumptions underlying appropriate behaviour assume that autistic children show violent and
inappropriate behaviour with the intention of causing harm. However, autistic children's
behaviour may not be intentional, but rather expressions of their emotions resulting from

sensory overstimulation in their learning environment and society.

In addition to behavioural expectations, the findings showed that the discourse of
developmental psychology informed teachers' views about developmentally appropriate play
in this study. Informed by an understanding of developmentally appropriate play, a teacher
directs a child to become involved in group activity and controls the play situation without
considering a child’s interest in and motivation to be involved. This finding echoes
Papatheodoru’s (2006) argument that play as a means to serve developmental goals might
impede the value of play as an intrinsic activity and is risky for disabled children as adults
control the play, direct the goals and judge the level of achievement and ability that the child
achieves (Papatheodoru, 2006). Similarly, Goodley and Runswick-Cole (2010) argued that
the discourse of developmental psychology considers the play of normal children to be
‘typical” and of ‘intrinsic value’. Conversely, for disabled children, play is perceived as a
means of intervention, for teaching them social skills and assisting them in meeting other
developmental milestones (Goodley & Runswick-Cole, 2010). Similarly, consistent with the
literature, the findings indicate that discourses of developmental psychology and play
reinforce the teachers’ understanding of developmentally appropriate play and produce an

autistic child as a passive learner who needs to be taught how to play.

These findings have implications for teachers to reflect on how the understanding of the
‘normal’ child underlying developmental psychology produces autistic children as ‘others’
and devalues their diverse way of playing, behaving and expressing emotions. Questioning
the dominant ways of being and doing in ECE, underlying developmental approaches and
understanding how the environment and teaching could be disabling for autistic children can
help teachers to identify and change the ableist beliefs and promote inclusive practices that

respond to the diversity of children’s needs.
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The following theme addresses Research Question Four (RQ 4): What is the impact of

ableism on families of autistic children?

Parents Negotiating Inclusion for their Autistic Child

The study’s findings suggest that teachers' interpretations of Kylee’s parent's experiences
were informed by discourses of parental denial of their child’s disability and special
education needs. The discourse of parental denial seemed to inform teachers' responses in
that they believed Kylee’s parents were in denial about getting Kylee's diagnosis and seeking
special education services. This finding accords with the work of Lalvani (2015a), who noted
that teachers and other professionals interpret parents’ resistance to their children’s disability
label and special education services as ‘denial’ about their children’s differences. Interpreting
families' resistance to their child’s diagnosis as denial is consistent with the medical model
that sees disability as individual pathology and fails to acknowledge how social and
attitudinal barriers inform parents' experiences (Lalvani, 2015a). However, Lalvani (2015a)
argued that parents’ disagreement with professionals and teachers regarding diagnosis and
special education services might not be a denial of their child’s differences. Instead, the
dispute may be over the labelling of disability and its associated stigma, otherness and lower
expectations in education settings. In this respect, the findings of this study correspond with
Lalvani’s (2015a) claim. Teachers realised that Kylee’s parents’ response might have been
due to their fear of Kylee being labelled. However, teachers believed that for Kylee to be
comfortable in her environment and learn with other children, her parents should consider
special education support for Kylee. Therefore, to support Kylee’s full participation in the
learning environment Shemrock, Kylee’s mother consented to teachers seeking special

education support.

Furthermore, the discourse of special education shaped Kylee’s mother’s experiences when
she showed concern about Kylee going to a special school rather than the mainstream
primary school, in the event that Kylee did not start speaking. Kylee’s mother’s experiences
may be influenced by ableist discourse, where verbal language is considered an important
developmental milestone for children to express themselves and be able to comply with the
academic standards imposed by the mainstream education system. These findings are
consistent with the qualitative research findings of Gomez-Victoria and Pava-Ripoll (2021).

A dominant theme from their analysis was the marginalisation that parents and disabled
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children experienced through ableism. The study found that parents’ narratives show how the
oppression of disabled children and their families is carried out by the neoliberal ableist
system that values verbal language as a privileged form of communication. This privileging
leads families to search for interventions that can help their children to fit into the regulatory

norm of verbal language and become part of the mainstream education system.

This discussion of findings suggests that the discourses of denial and special education can
reinforce the ableist beliefs trapped in standards, diagnosis and expectations about seeking
interventions. These findings have implications for teachers inviting critical reflection on
their assumptions that parents who do not agree with their child’s diagnosis are in denial or
grieving the loss of their child’s normalcy. Instead, these parents might be rejecting the social
judgements that come with the label. The findings suggest that teachers should find out about
and consider the lived experiences of parenting and the impact that social and education
systems have on parents’ experiences of education of their disabled children. Moreover, these
findings have implications for parents to understand the impact of special education
discourses that privilege able-bodied children and question decisions founded on these

perceptions.

The final theme discusses findings related to Research Question Five (RQ 5): How might
disability awareness and knowledge about the effects of ableism on practices help teachers in

an ECE setting to counter the impacts of ableism when responding to autistic children?

Teachers Problematising Ableism: Shifting the Focus from the Individual
Child to Attitudinal and Structural Barriers

Disability awareness and critical reflection on their practices empowered teachers in this
study to make changes in their thinking in favour of inclusion. This finding suggests that
some knowledge about ableism shared through the introductory meeting on disability
awareness and the focus group discussion helped teachers to reflect on taken for granted
beliefs about the ‘normal’ child and autistic children. As a result, changes in teachers’
thinking were evident as they discussed the importance of learning from the lived
experiences of autistic people and their family members. Teachers also acknowledged the
role of labelling, lower expectations, and physical barriers in disabling children. Furthermore,

teachers critically reflected on how their practices, unintentionally informed by ableism, had
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constructed Kylee and Jason (autistic children) as less competent than their non-disabled

peers.

This finding broadly supports recent work in disability studies that has discussed the link
between disability studies and critical pedagogy to counter ableist assumptions (Baglieri &
Lalvani, 2020; Goodley, 2017; Lalvani & Bacon, 2018). Baglieri and Lalvani (2020) pointed
out that teachers making critical inquiries about ableism need to interrogate deficit discourses
surrounding disability and critically reflect on how these discourses are manifested in their
thinking about and practices towards disabled children. Critical inquiry into ableism can
subsequently lead to changes in teacher practice. This notion of critical inquiry or reflection is
advocated by scholars in New Zealand who point out the importance of critical reflection for
teachers to question and challenge their deficit assumptions about children and their families
in ECE (Dalli, 2008; Mitchell & Cubey, 2003). Overall, this study’s findings and the
corresponding literature suggest that disability awareness and critical reflection can help
teachers recognise deficit perspectives of disability and their influences on their practice.

Correspondingly, such critical reflection needs to be routinely encouraged and facilitated.

Chapter Summary

The chapter has discussed the main findings and literature reviewed to provide insights into
evidence of ableism in ECE and how teachers might challenge the effect of practices
unintentionally informed by ableism. | explore two arguments in this chapter. The working of
the dominant discourses of special education, neoliberalism, and developmental psychology
provide evidence of ableism in ECE and their role in maintaining judgements about autistic
children’s abilities and disabling practices like attitudinal, physical and institutional barriers.
Moreover, disability awareness and critical reflection can provide teachers with the
knowledge and skills to recognise and change the ableist beliefs and dismantle barriers to
learning and participation that ableism creates. The next chapter draws key conclusions,
identifies implications for policy and practice, makes recommendations for future research

and summarises the knowledge contribution of the study.
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Chapter Ten: Conclusion

Chapter Overview

The previous chapter discussed the main themes that emerged from the findings in relation to
the theoretical perspectives and literature reviewed in this study. This concluding chapter
draws on the study’s findings to offer key ideas about enhancing inclusion for autistic and
other disabled children in ECE policies and practices. In particular, I suggest that including
Disability Studies in Education (DSE) perspectives in initial and ongoing teacher education
and professional development can provide teachers with a range of strategies for resisting
ableism and promoting inclusive practices. | also outline the contribution of this research
study to the knowledge field of ECE inclusive education and DSE. Recognising the
limitations of this study, | provide suggestions for future research. Finally, I discuss the social
and personal implications of this study for the ECE community, parents of disabled children

and myself.

Challenging Ableism: Implications for Policy

The discussion of policy analysis findings (Chapter Five) reveals the prevalence of discourses
of developmental psychology, neoliberalism, and special education. These discourses are
problematic for disabled children as they reinforce ableist assumptions and inform us about
the practices of disablism (social, structural and learning barriers to the inclusion of autistic
children). These findings suggest that a way to foreground an understanding of disability and
inclusion from Disability Studies in Education (DSE) perspectives is to address the

exclusionary effects of ableism.

Based on the findings of this study, I argue that professional development and teacher
education about DSE can provide an immediate way for teachers to develop conceptual
knowledge and attitudinal values necessary for challenging ableist beliefs and for improving
practices. DSE perspectives align with the strengths-based model of teaching and learning
underlying Te Whariki. The strengths-based model focuses on pedagogical planning
according to the needs, abilities, and interests of the individual child within a group setting

and considers the voices of children and their families in facilitating inclusion. Integrating
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DSE perspectives within professional development and learning programmes (PLD) on
implementing Te Whariki could enable teachers to recognise disability as a site for
understanding and exploring human differences. Recognising disability as diversity and
having an identity refutes the developmental discourse that represents the able body and mind
as determinants of a ‘normal’ child. Moreover, disability as an identity and as an aspect of
diversity provides a sense of belonging to disabled children and presents the experiences of
disabled children as a site of knowledge rather than something to be accommodated and
cured (Mitchell & Snyder, 2014).

PLD on inclusive education could also consider DSE alongside critical theory perspectives
underpinning Te Whariki (MoE, 2017). Te Whariki, “challenges disparities, injustices,
inequalities and perceived norms” underpinned by critical theory perspectives (p. 62). PLD
on DSE and critical theory perspectives would support teachers to engage with the theories of
disability studies which are essential to building critical literacy about ableism and
understanding the historical struggle that disabled people faced to establish their civil rights.
Furthermore, using critical theory perspectives (which are referred to but not explicit) in Te
Whariki, teachers can reflect on and interrogate the deficit discourses related to disability and
ableism and how they problematise the intentions and spirit of inclusive ECE. Professional
development can also provide opportunities for teachers and children to engage in ongoing

discussions about disability as a part of their ECE community and local curriculum.

Introducing PLD on DSE and critical theory perspectives could also reorient the thinking in
ECE away from the model of special education toward the conceptualisation of disability as
part of human experience. This study’s findings show that the discourse of special education
is dominant in the Success for All policy. The DSE notion of social justice critiques the
special education discourse and advocates for changing the educational context and teaching
curricula to acknowledge the strengths and experiences that disabled children bring to their
ECE settings. One key way that DSE perspectives can support inclusive practices is through
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) (Rose & Meyer, 2006). UDL aligns well with DSE
perspectives by shifting the focus from the individual child to teaching practices. UDL as a
pedagogical framework for teaching and learning challenges the myth of an average or
normal child. In this way, UDL aims to reduce the barriers to learning and build accessible

communities where every child can participate and belong (Meyer et al., 2014). Fornouf
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(2020) argues that “UDL questions dominant narratives of ability as a static, individual
attribute, as well as narratives that position inclusivity as a function of special education
service provision” (p. 11). Adopting UDL perspectives, teachers see children beyond the
label of special needs as this framework does not categorize children as those who need
‘additional support’ and those who do not need it. Rather UDL supports the view that all
children experience differences; therefore, teachers should develop practices that are
responsive to and respectful of children’s diversity (Underwood et al., 2012). Thus, UDL
informed by the DSE framework can suggest ways to examine and reimagine early

intervention and special education support for disabled children.

Another way ableism can be challenged is by introducing the DSE framework in initial
teacher education programmes. Many scholars highlight the importance of incorporating
DSE perspectives in teacher education to support teachers to identify deficit perspectives that
marginalise disabled children and change their teaching practices accordingly (Ashby, 2012;
Baglieri & Lalvani, 2020; Broderick & Lalvani, 2017; Pearson et al., 2016). In agreement
with this literature, this study suggests that incorporating DSE perspectives in teacher
education can provide teachers with conceptual knowledge of the social construction of
disability and can invite critical analysis of ableist assumptions. This study’s findings
outlined in Chapters Six and Seven demonstrate evidence of ableism in teachers’ beliefs and
interactions through developmental, special education and medical discourses at Shemrock.
Knowledge of the DSE framework can assist teachers to understand how these dominant
discourses of ableism are formed and how they can shape teachers’ knowledge, and beliefs
about disability and autistic children. The DSE framework can also help teachers to
understand how these ableist assumptions can lead to disabling practices for autistic children
and can negatively impact their inclusion. In this regard, the DSE framework can help
existing teachers, who were initially educated to perceive disability as a medical problem
needing fixing, to critically reflect on their beliefs and practices toward disabled children and

think differently about inclusive education.

While teacher education about DSE can make a valuable contribution to change, shifting
ingrained attitudes and practices is a difficult process. Additionally, a positive change in
teachers’ thinking and practices requires an examination of self, emotions and practice.

Critical pedagogy can help teachers to engage in the process of examination of self and
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systems. Critical pedagogy alongside DSE perspectives can help teachers dismantle ableism
and initiate learning opportunities that are responsive to all learners. Critical pedagogy
perspectives are shaped by critical theory and focus on helping teachers and children
understand and critique society’s and their own beliefs and assumptions about oppression
(Baglieri & Lalvani, 2020). Critical pedagogy can help teachers overcome deficit theorising
of disability and recognise hidden oppression [like ableism and other biases] and promote
critical reflection about their roles and beliefs in perpetuating inequalities. Therefore, to
sustain the transformation in understanding that teachers can achieve through PLD and
education on DSE, they need to regularly engage in critical reflection on their practice

individually and in teaching teams.

Critical Inquiry about Ableism: Implications for Practice

An approach that can support critical reflection on ableism is ‘teaching as inquiry’. Teaching
as inquiry is an approach that encourages teachers to be reflective and assess the impact of
their teaching practice on children’s learning and make changes to improve their teaching
practices (Aitken, 2018). Inquiry can comprise an internal review of the whole setting as well
as an individual teacher’s own reflective inquiry into their practice. The importance of
reflective practice is outlined in a number of New Zealand ECE professional documents
(Education Hub, 2018; New Zealand Teachers Council, 2007; 2009). The New Zealand
Teachers Council’s requirements for teachers highlight the importance of teachers using
evidence from their ECE setting and research to reflect on and improve their practice (New
Zealand Teachers Council, 2007; 2009). New Zealand ECE scholars have also suggested that
engaging in self-reflection is important professional behaviour for teachers (Dalli, 2008;
Kahuroa, 2021; Mitchell & Cubey, 2003; White, 2007).

Through critical inquiry about ableism, teachers can ask themselves reflective questions
about society and themselves such as: Who are considered to be normal and disabled
children? What determines my perceptions of ‘normal’ and ‘disabled’ in terms of children
and adults? Does the notion of ‘normal’ child development feature in my teaching and
privilege decisions and practices that include some children and exclude others? What do I
understand by the notion of extra support for disabled children? How might this
understanding of extra support marginalise or support disabled children and their families?

Are my aspirations for children underpinned by ableism?
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Although critical reflection is advantageous for bringing about change, teachers may also
experience conflict between newly acquired ideologies and the context in which they are
working. Therefore, the work of critical inquiry into ableism should not necessarily be done
alone; teachers can engage in conversations with their colleagues as whole centre
professional development or sustained investigation through teaching as inquiry (Aitken,
2018). Teachers can share reflections and a new version of thinking with colleagues to
consider how others make sense of their reflections and new thinking. The conversations
with colleagues can support questions, responses, reactions, and recommendations, broaden
teachers’ understanding and pedagogical practices, and contribute to a collaborative
transformational process towards inclusion. Hoffman-Kipp (2003) refers to teachers working
in groups as “Communities of Practice”, which are seen as essential for teachers to transform
their thinking and practices related to social justice issues. Reflection and conversation with
colleagues can also call on leaders in ECE settings who are aware of disability theory and
DSE-informed inclusive practices to provide support and guidance to new and existing
teachers (Ottesen, 2007).

In critical inquiry about ableism, the emphasis should be on forming collaborative and
trusting relationships with parents, families and whanau that enable teachers to better
understand the family experiences of disabled children. The whanaungatanga approach
underlying the Family and Community principle of Te Whariki (MoE, 2017) highlights the
importance of responsive and reciprocal relationships between teachers, children and their
families and whanau. Listening to the voices of disabled children’s families can help teachers
understand families’ aspirations, and the barriers they face in accessing inclusive education
for their children. This study provides evidence of critical reflection in collaborative practice.
The viewing and discussion of video recordings of teachers’ practices and discussion of
themes from parent and teachers’ interviews provided a space for teachers to critically reflect
on their beliefs and practices in relation to autistic children. As a result, there was a positive
transformation in teachers’ thinking about autistic children [Jason and Kylee] (see Chapter

Nine).

Furthermore, critical inquiry about ableism requires a safe and supportive learning
environment. Teachers need to be provided with the resources and time to engage in critical

inquiry about their teaching. Providing regular opportunities for teachers to engage in
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collaborative dialogue is essential for ongoing reflection on their practices to support the
learning of all children. However, despite the importance of reflective teaching as
professional development for improving teaching and learning and the ECE setting as a
whole, New Zealand research indicates that there are numerous barriers to effective reflection
by teachers. Some of these barriers include insufficient provision or the absence of
noncontact time, limited opportunities to work collaboratively, lack of leadership and a
culture of reflective practice, unqualified teachers and the imposition of management agenda
for-profit philosophy. Any of these barriers can hinder teachers' ability to meet regularly and
discuss teaching and learning matters (Education Review Office, 2010; Hedges, 2007,
Kahuroa, 2021; Mitchell, 2008).

Thus, ensuring teachers have facilitative working conditions requires commitment from
leaders to developing more inclusive cultures in ECE settings and ensuring the building of
trusting relationships with staff to foster teamwork and collaboration. Engaging in the DSE
framework is not an easy task for teachers, as it requires them to question their current beliefs
and practices toward disabled children, and commit to inclusive pedagogical practices. Road
(2018) argues that leadership support plays an important role in supporting teachers “to act as
agents of change and retain commitments to DSE” (p. 35). Thus, teachers seeking positive
change in their practices, require leadership that offers good working conditions that include
continuous support for teachers to document practice, critically reflect on it and co-construct

pedagogy, through team discussion and professional support.

Contribution to Knowledge

This study's findings contribute to current literature on inclusive early childhood education
and Disability Studies in Education (DSE) and inform inclusive practices. DSE provides
critical perspectives that examine and question discourses of ableism and offers alternative
perspectives for understanding inclusive education (Baglieri & Lalvani, 2020; Bacon &
Baglieri, 2021; Ferri & Bacon, 2011). This study supports the purpose of DSE in two ways.
First, this study found evidence of ableism operating in an ECE setting through the dominant
discourses of special education, developmental psychology, and neoliberalism. These
discourses have been shown to have shaped the text of two key policies as well as the
everyday practices of ECE teachers at Shemrock. The study also uncovered discourses of

ableism in one parent's interactions with the ECE setting that their autistic child attended.
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Secondly, this study showed how providing a space for teachers to critically reflect on their
practices helped to transform thinking about autistic children and empowered them to make
changes in their practice. As a consequence of this finding, the need to provide spaces for
teachers to critically reflect on their perceptions, attitudes and practices towards disabled

children is recommended.

This study also provides a starting point to understanding the potential role of the DSE
framework to support everyone to work against ableism. The DSE framework supports the
production of knowledge that values disabled children's experiences and the diversity they
bring with their participation in learning and life. There are two areas in which the integration
of DSE perspectives in ECE policy and practice in New Zealand will be useful: 1)
conducting a critical inquiry into ableism, and 2) introducing teacher educators and
professional development on the DSE framework in line with the strengths-based
sociocultural approach underlying Te Whariki which positions disability as a site for

understanding human diversity, and reorienting inclusive practices in ECE.

Limitations of the Study and Recommendations for Future Research

This study was limited in several ways. The first limitation was that only a single interview
was conducted with one parent of an autistic child. Only one parent interview was possible as
other parents who were invited did not make themselves available for an interview.
Therefore, the study is limited in the way that parents’ experiences are articulated. Other
parents could have different experiences to share, which may or may not have reflected
ableism. The second imitation is the number of focus group discussions that were conducted.
Initially, I set out to conduct two focus group discussions; one to share the interview themes
and the other to share video observations and facilitate subsequent discussion. Given the
Coronavirus pandemic, the focus group discussion was delayed for two months. Later, the
centre manager only provided time for one focus group discussion. This factor meant that |
had to limit the number of videos shared with the participants. However, | tried my best to
ensure all points were covered in the one focus group. Nevertheless, it was impossible to

show more than two videos to the participants in the given time-frame.

Future research could extend the methods used to investigate the inclusion of disabled

children as participants in exploring their experiences of ableism. In this study, the use of
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video observations as an observation method ensured that autistic and non-disabled children
had an active presence in research about their lives. By using video observations involving
children, my aim was to make visible the children’s intentions, interests, feeling, emotions,
and interactions with their peers, and teachers (verbal and non-verbal communication) in
relation to the specific context of the ECE setting (Shemrock). Thus, video recording as a
method of observation supported autistic children to participate in this study at their own
pace and time and utilise their different modes of communication. However, it would be
beneficial for further research to use diverse methods. Some examples of diverse methods are
a play-based approach (Kellet, 2011), mosaic approach (Clark & Moss, 2001; Pascal &
Bertram, 2009) and artistic methods (Carter & Ford, 2013) that can include disabled children

as active participants to explore their experiences of ableism and inclusion.

It is also suggested that future research on the topic could use similar theoretical perspectives
as this study, but add to the issues that are explored. Further research could consider issues
such as: What structural challenges are faced by disabled children and their families in ECE?
What impact do these challenges have on children and their families? What and how can
possibilities for change emerge when these challenges are questioned? Another worthwhile
direction for future work could be to focus on action research exploring the implications and
importance of introducing the DSE framework to ECE teachers to support them in promoting

inclusive philosophies and practices, and in resisting ableism and other exclusionary biases.

Impact of the Study

Social impact

This study explored how the marginalisation of autistic children occurs through the taken-
forgranted constitution and maintenance of ableist discourses in ECE policy and practice.
The knowledge produced in this study can benefit student teachers, teachers, policymakers
and other ECE practitioners in understanding how the notions of ability, independence and
competencies underlying ableism can impact the participation and inclusion of autistic and
other disabled children. Thus, for promoting the inclusion of disabled children, and exposing
and challenging ableism, new ways of thinking about disability and inclusion from DSE
perspectives will be beneficial. Moreover, the study has the potential to positively influence

the understanding of parents of disabled children about ableism and related disabling
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practices, for example, judgments about children’s abilities and attitudinal and educational

barriers that exist within education settings for disabled children.

Personal impact

This research study helped me to reflect on my former practice as a special education teacher
and my positionality as an able-bodied researcher. The theoretical perspectives used in this
study enabled me to better understand deficit theorising - how ‘normal’ or ‘able’ bodies and
minds are more valued than others. This new knowledge has helped me to understand,
analyse and reflect on ableist assumptions that | held for years in my professional roles.
During the data collection process, while observing teachers’ interactions with autistic
children, I was able to see how the powerful idea of the normal child was produced and
operated through their practices without the participating teachers knowing about the
negative impact of these normative assumptions on autistic children. I put myself in their
position and realised how | had been ableist through producing normative assumptions and
expectations in my practices as a special education teacher. Hodge and Runswick-Cole
(2013) note that “ableism operates both ‘out there’ and ‘in here’ as its oppressive practices
become internalised and reproduced by the Disabled Other” (p. 322). I asked myself how
hard it could have been for teachers to progress the spirit and intention of inclusive education

when ableist discourses remain hidden and difficult to see.

Concluding Thoughts

This study set out to explore whether and how ableism operates in ECE in New Zealand, and
to assess its impact on the inclusion of autistic children. This study found that special
education, developmental psychology, neoliberalism and the medical discourse of disability
provide evidence of ableism in key ECE policy and practice and can negatively impact the
inclusion of autistic children. An exciting contribution of this study is that at least some
degree of transformation was evident in teachers’ thinking and practices favouring the
inclusion of autistic children through critical reflection in an ECE setting. This study
contributes to recent work in Critical Disability Studies and Disability Studies in Education
that seeks to trouble the norm of ability established by ableism and introduce alternative
perspectives to promote inclusive practices for disabled children. As evident by the
discussion of the study, DSE offers alternative views of disability and inclusion in ECE

policies and practices that remind us that inclusivity is not just about placing disabled
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children in mainstream ECE settings. Inclusivity can ensue in an ECE environment where
teachers engage all children in meaningful learning, embrace disability as an identity, and
critically question ableist discourses. In this way, we could embrace disabled children for
who they are and the different abilities and strengths they bring, rather than pushing them to

conform to the approximate ‘norms’ of being, developing, and behaving in ECE settings.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Interview Schedule for ECE Teachers

Name
Please tick the age band:

o under 25 o

Age 25-29 o 30-
35 0 36-39 o
40-49 0 50 &
over

Gender

Higher educational qualification

Teaching experience in ECE

Any other relevant experience, specify

Note: This is a semi-structured interview carried out in conversational way. The
following questions are proposed questions and will be asked with prompts such as
« Can you give me an example?

*  What else would you like to specify?

1. What do you understand by the term disability?

2.  What is the role of the physical environment in creating disability?

3. What is the role of the social environment (family, school, teachers and peers)
in creating disability?

4. What is your experience of working with children with disabilities?

5. What have informed your beliefs and perceptions about disability?
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10.

11.

12.
13.

14.

15.

How do your thoughts, perceptions and beliefs about disability impact your
teaching practices for children with disabilities?

What are your experiences teaching children with ASD? what impact did
experiences have on your thinking and approach as a teacher?

What teaching strategies and approaches do you use when teaching children
with ASD? How did you learn about these ideas/approaches?

What are the challenges that you have faced when teaching a child with ASD?
According to you, what are the challenges that teachers generally face when

teaching a child with

ASD?

What sort of help do you require the most when it comes to overcoming these
challenges? What resources did you feel you needed at the time when you were

facing these challenges?

How does your centre support you for the resources you require when teaching

a child with ASD? What supports would you like to have in the future?
What does an inclusive classroom look like to you?

What approaches/strategies do you use to facilitate the inclusion of children
with ASD?

What are the areas where inclusion of children with ASD is difficult to achieve?
Why do you think this might be? What do you think needs to happen in these

situations for children to be included?

Anything else you’d like to say?
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Appendix B: Interview Schedule for Education Support Worker

Background Information

Name
Please tick the age band:
o under 25 o
Age 25'29 (@) 30'
35 0 36-39 o
40-49 0 50 &
over
Gender

Higher educational Qualification

Teaching experience in ECE

Any other relevant experience, please

specify

Note: This is a semi-structured interview carried out in conversational way. The
following questions are proposed questions and will be asked with prompts such as
« Can you give me an example?

* What else would you like to specify?

1. What do you understand by the term disability?

2. What is the role of the physical environment in creating disability?

3. What is the role of the social environment (family, school, teachers and peers)
in creating disability?

4. What have informed your beliefs and perception about disability?

5. How do your perceptions and beliefs about disability impact your teaching
practices for children with disabilities?

6. Do you have any experience working with children with ASD?

7. What is your current role as a teacher aide?
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10.
11.

12.
13.

14.

How confident do you feel in supporting children with ASD?
What resources do you use to support a child with ASD in the classroom?

Have you had any professional training for working with children with ASD?
What are the challenges/barriers that you have faced when supporting a child
with ASD?

What does an inclusive classroom look like to you?

What approaches/strategies do you use to facilitate the inclusion of children
with ASD?

Anything else you’d like to say?
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Appendix C: Interview Schedule ECE Supervisor/Curriculum
Leader

Background Information

Name
Please tick the age band:
o under 25 o
Age 25-29 o 30-
35 0 36-39 o
40-49 0 50 &
over
Gender

Higher educational Qualification

Teaching experience in ECE

Any other relevant experience, please
specify

Note: This is a semi-structured interview carried out in conversational way. The
following questions are proposed questions and will be asked with prompts such as
« Canyou give me an example?

* What else would you like to specify?

How many students attend your centre?
How many disabled children attend your centre?
What do you understand by the term disability?

What is the role of the physical environment in creating disability?

o M w0 e

What is the role of the social environment (family, school, teachers and peers)
in creating disability?

6. What have informed your beliefs and perception about disability?
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10.
11.

12.

13.

How do your thoughts, perceptions and beliefs about disability impact your

teaching practices for children with disabilities?

What are the service and resources your centre provides for children with
ASD?
Do you facilitate any professional training for teachers and teacher aide

working with children with ASD?
How do you celebrate diversity in your centre?

What are your thoughts on inclusive education? How do you think it benefits
children with ASD?

What are the challenges /barriers you have faced to facilitate the inclusion of
children with ASD in your centre?

Anything else you’d like to say?
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Appendix-D: Interview Schedule for Parents of Autistic Children

Background Information

Name
Please tick the age band:
Age o under 25 o
25-29 o 30-
350 36-39 o
40-49 0 50 &
over
Gender
Higher educational qualification
Occupation

Note: This is a semi-structured interview carried out in conversational way. The
following questions are proposed questions and will be asked with prompts such as
« Can you give me an example?

* What else would you like to specify?

1. Tell me about your child? What kind of things does he/she like to do?

2. Could you please make some comments regarding the pathway to your child’s
diagnosis?

3. How did your family and friends respond to your child’s diagnosis?

4. What kind of educational setting is your child enrolled? Have you been happy

with this setting?

5. How would you describe your relationship and interactions with the staff of
your child’s ECE centre?

6. What would you like the teachers and other staff involved in the ECE centre

with your child to know?
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7. Do you feel the experience of a child’s schooling is different for parents of
children who have ASD and parents of children who don’t? If yes, in what
ways?

8. Has parenting a child with ASD had any financial impacts on your family?

9. Are you aware of the government services and support for children with ASD?

10. Are you getting any services and support from the government for your child?

If yes, what are these?

11. What comments can you make about government services and support for
children with ASD?

12. Anything else you’d like to say
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Appendix-E: Introductory Meeting Presentation

THE UNIVERSITY OF

WAIKATO

Te Whare Wananga o Waikato

Silky Sharma
PhD candidate
Faculty of Education, University of Waikato

* The medical model views disability
located within the individual body as an The social model of disability is built on
underlying pathology that has to be the assumption that disability would be
fixed and treated through medical eradicated if society was changed its
interventions negative attitudes toward disability
(Oliver, 1990)

The responsibility lies on the person

with disabilities to conform to the norms Disability 5
of society isability is not a tragedy

Failure of society to be inclusive

Disabled people are not less than
Disabled people should be treated by ablebodied individuals.

medical specialists.

Models of disability
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Ableism

Ableism is a form of discrimination based on the perception that being able-bodied is
the normal human condition and is superior to being disabled... ableism stems from
deeply held, negative societal attitudes towards disability (Hehir, 2005).

It can be:

UAbout attitudes and structures or systems that assume that everyone can see, walk,
talk and
hear

Qintentional or

accidental

BLEISM CARTOON: "ABLE AS DE FACTO STANDARD

Ableism is made up of two core

WELL | DON'T .
HAVE A elements:

PROBLEM.

SHoungr'"} BE A e Normal individual

PROBLEM FOR
ANYONE ELSE? |

» Constitutional divide between
normal and abnormalindividuals
(Campbell, 2009).

WHO MADE YouU THE
STANDARD BY WHICH
ALL OTHERS ARE
JUDGED?
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Examples of everyday
ableism

Able-bodied people failing
to check their privilege

Failing to provide
accessibility beyond
wheelchair ramps

Examples of everyday ableism
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Inappropriate
playing
with toys

Inability to relate
to others

Passiveness

—L_ Inappropriate
\D laughing
or crying

of ableist language

Oversensitive or
undersensitive to sound

Example of everyday
ableism

Confronting ableist culture in the classroom

Q Ableism as disability discrimination is not always explicit. It can be
implicit and
exist in tiny spaces within inclusive

environments QA child’s label says little about
a child’s abilities

OProvide children with opportunities to understand disability and explore
the issues of disability biases through introducing disability content in
learning activities (reading books, showing video clips with the images and
stories of disabled children and their families, and sharing real-life
examples)

QCritically reflect your assumptions and beliefs about disability and

interactions
with disabled children in your ECE settings and society (Lalavani & Bacon,
2018).
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What your participation in the research would
mean?

Research Title: “Understanding how ableism affects inclusion of autistic
children in an ECE setting”

Research activities dSemi-
structured interviews

UObservations
UDocument
analysis
UFocus group discussion: Sharing themes from interviews
Sharing videos of inclusive and ableist practices
Asking for participants insights

References

e Campbell, F. K. (2009). Contours of Ableism: The production of disability and abledness.
Palgrave Macmillan. 10.1057/9780230245181

 Oliver, M. (1990). The politics of disablement. Palgrave Macmillan

* Hehir, T. (2005). New directions in special education: Eliminating ableism in poly and
dpractice. Harvard Educational Press, 72(1), 1-32

* Lalvani, P., & Bacon, J. K. (2019). Rethinking “We Are All Special”: Anti-ableism curricula in
early childhood classrooms. Young Exceptional Children, 22(2), 87—
100. https://doi.org/10.1177/1096250618810706
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Appendix-F: List of Interview Themes for Focus Group Discussion

» Teachers understand that special education support is important to

facilitate inclusion

» Lack of resources, funding, and extra teacher support (teacher

aide/education support worker) for disabled children

» Teachers show willingness for professional development to understand the
different learning needs of children and teaching strategies to work

effectively with autistic and disabled children

» Lack of communication between parents/families of autistic children and

teachers about parents’ aspirations for their children’s learning

» Parents agree with teachers’ suggestion of seeking special education
support to negotiate their child’s inclusion in ECE and mainstream

primary school.
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Appendix-G: Information Sheet

My name is Silky Sharma and | am a PhD candidate at the
Faculty of Education, University of Waikato. | am conducting
research as a requirement of my Doctoral Degree. The title of my
research is

“Understanding how ableism affects children with Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in an Early Childhood Education
Setting”.

In my study, the term ableism means the “belief that it is better or

superior not to have a disability than to have one and that it is

better to do things in the way that non -

led people do”

(Storey, 2007, p.56). The research has been given ethical

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of my study is to find how the effects of ableism can influence the everyday
practices of people working in an ECE setting with children with ASD. Would
knowledge about ableism be helpful for teachers and other people working in the ECE
setting?

What | want to know more about is:

« How might ableism influence the everyday interactions and practices of

teachers and other people involved in an ECE setting for children with ASD?

» How might understanding ableism and knowledge about the effects of ableism
on practices help teachers counter the impact of ableism when responding to
disabled children?

The research involves a case study of an ECE setting. | am using the following
activities:

« Semi-structured interviews for teachers and education support workers.
» Semi-structured interview for supervisor/ head teacher of the centre.

» Semi-structured interviews of parents of children with ASD. and time suitable
for participants.
Each interview will take approximately 1 hour to conduct and will be conducted at

a suitable place and time for the participants
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» A thematic analysis of relevant documents - centre policies, IEP’s and

assessment documents such as learning portfolio/learning stories.

» Observations will be made using video, pictures and field notes to observe

patterns of interaction in the ECE setting.

» A final focus group discussion will be organised for teachers, education
support workers, ECE supervisor/ head teacher. This discussion aims to share
the feedback (e.g. video clips) example from observations and themes from

interviews. This discussion will approximately take 1 hour to conduct.

The long-term goal of this study is to make sure that ECE teachers and other ECE staff
are well supported to work inclusively with children with ASD and other disabled
children. | also hope that the knowledge gained through this research will add to our
understanding of how ableism could possibly disrupt the inclusion of disabled children
and their families in ECE settings. And, how teachers could resist ableism.
Participants can have access to the electronic copy of the thesis, which will be
widely available in the University of Waikato digital repository: Research
Commons URL- https://researchcommons.waikato.ac.nz/

All the information gathered will be confidential to the researcher and will only be
used for this research and any publications and presentations resulting from it. |
will maintain the confidentiality of all participants, with pseudonyms used in the
reporting. There will be no coding or reference that can link the centre or any
individual to the research. | hope that you will be interested in taking part in my
research study. If you need further information, or have questions, please contact me
at:

Silky.luthral8@gmail.com or ss610@students.waikato.ac.nz.

Supervisors for my study are
Associate Professor Linda Mitchell at

linda.mitchell@waikato.ac.nz Dr Carol Hamilton at

hamiltca@waikato.ac.nz.

Yours sincerely,
Silky Sharma (PhD Candidate)
Faculty of Education, University of Waikato
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Appendix-H: Centre Manager Letter

Dear Centre Manager/Owner

My name is Silky Sharma, and | am conducting research as a requirement of my
Doctoral Degree. | am requesting permission to enter your centre and carry out my
study. | attach a copy of the information sheet for my research study with this letter.

What your involvement would mean.

» Introductory meeting: The purpose of this meeting is to introduce the
concept of ableism, discuss the aim and procedures of my study and invite

your centre to participate in my study.

» Permission to hold a presentation for the teachers, education support workers,

supervisor/head teacher at a staff meeting.

> Permission for access to centre’s material.

| also invite teachers, education support workers, ECE supervisor/head teacher and
parents of children with ASD of your centre to participate in the following research

activities:

« Semi structured interviews for teachers and education support workers.
The purpose of this interview is to understand the knowledge, beliefs and
perspectives of the teachers and education support workers about the 1) concept
of disability and 2) children with ASD, how these might influence their teaching
practice.

« Semi-structured interview for supervisor/ head teacher of the centre. The
purpose of this interview is to understand the knowledge, beliefs, and
perspectives of the ECE supervisor/head teacher about the concept of disability
and 2) ECE centre philosophy and policies for children with ASD.

« Semi-structured interviews of parents of children with ASD. The purpose of
this interview is to understand the parent’s experience of ECE services for their

children.

Each interview will take approximately 1 hour to conduct and be conducted at a

suitable place and time for the participants.
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« Documents analysis: A thematic analysis of relevant documents - centre
policies, IEP’s and assessment documents such as learning portfolio/learning
stories. Documents analysis may also require up to 1 hour of your centre to find
and provide the documents.

* Observations: Observations will be made using video, pictures and field notes
to observe patterns of interaction in the ECE centre. The observations will be
conducted for two weeks in shifts for 4 hours to observe the daily activities of
your ECE setting. At the time of observation, participants can continue with
their daily activities because the process of observation will not necessarily
require their time. Consent from parents for their child’s participation will be
taken before conducting the observation. If parents do not consent for their child

to be involved, they will not participate in this observation process.

» Focus group discussion: A final focus group discussion will be organised for
teachers, education support workers, ECE supervisor/ head teacher. This
discussion aims to share the feedback (e.g. video clips) example from
observations and interview themes. This discussion will approximately take 1

hour to conduct.

Participants can have access to the electronic copy of the thesis, which will be
widely available in the University of Waikato digital repository: Research

Commons URL- https://researchcommons.waikato.ac.nz/

I would be happy to follow up with a phone call to arrange a meeting to discuss my
study.

Yours sincerely,

Silky Sharma

PhD Candidate

Faculty of Education, University of Waikato
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Appendix-1: Consent form for ECE Setting

Title of research: Understanding how ableism affects children with Autism Spectrum
Disorder (ASD) in an Early Childhood Education Setting.

Ethical procedures for academic research undertaken from New Zealand tertiary
institutions require that participant explicitly agree to be part of the research and how
the information contained in the research will be used. Therefore, | am asking you to

read the following information to certify that you agree with these

* 1, [Name, Position, X, Name of the centre] give permission for Silky Sharma
to approach the teachers, education support workers, ECE head teacher and
parents at (Name of the centre) with a view to having them participate in her

PhD study knowing that Silky will conduct this research ethically.

» | understand that all data gathered will be securely stored at the Faculty of

Education, University of Waikato and destroyed after five years.

* T understand that the research will be used to write Silky’s Ph.D. thesis and
other related academic articles and presentations. The thesis will be widely
available as a digital copy is permanently lodged in the University of Waikato

digital repository: Research Commons.

* | understand that I can request to meet with Silky at any time to be informed

about the progress of the research.

By Signing this consent form | agree to participate in the research study
Name of the Centre

Signature of Centre Manager

E-mail
Date:

Contact details:

Silky.luthral8@gmail.com or ss610@students.waikato.ac.nz.
Supervisors for my study are

Associate Professor Linda Mitchell at
linda.mitchell@waikato.ac.nz Dr Carol Hamilton at

hamiltca@waikato.ac.nz.
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Yours sincerely,
Silky Sharma (PhD Candidate)
Faculty of Education, University of Waikato
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Appendix-J: Letter Inviting the Participation of Teachers, Education

Support Workers and Curriculum Leader

i | Dear teachers, education support worker and curriculum leader
| | ’
4

1=
&

My name is Silky Sharma and | am a PhD candidate at the Faculty of
Education, University of Waikato. | am conducting research as a

requirement of my Doctoral Degree. The title of my research is

=\
)

“Understanding how ableism affects children with Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in an Early Childhood Education
Setting”.

In my study, the term ableism means the “belief that it is better or

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of my study is to find how the effects of ableism can influence the everyday
practices of people working in an ECE setting with children with ASD. Would
knowledge about ableism be helpful for people working in the ECE setting?

What | want to know more about is:

* How might ableism influence the everyday interactions and practices of

teachers and other people involved in an ECE setting for children with ASD?

» How might understanding ableism and knowledge about the effects of ableism
on practices help teachers counter the impact of ableism when responding to
disabled children?

What your involvement would mean

| invite you to be a part of the following research activities:

* Introductory Meeting: To introduce my study, | will hold a presentation for
the participants (teachers, education support workers, and supervisor/head
teacher) of your centre. The purpose of this presentation will be to inform

participants about 1) the aims of the study, 2) the concept of ableism and how it
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can be seen in their teaching practices, and 3) procedures to be used in the study.
The presentation will be conducted in a staff meeting of your centre and will
take approximately 1 hour to conduct.

Observations: Observations will be made using video, pictures and field notes
to observe patterns of interaction in the ECE centre. The observations will be
conducted for two weeks in shifts for 4 hours to observe the daily activities of
ECE centres. At the time of observation, participants can continue with their
daily activities because the process of observation will not necessarily require

their time.

Semi-structured interview: The purpose of this interview is to understand the
knowledge, beliefs and perspectives of the teachers about the 1) concept of
disability and 2) children with ASD, how these might influence their teaching
practice. The interview will take approximately 1 hour to conduct and be

conducted at a suitable place and time suitable for participants.

Focus group discussion: This discussion will be organised for teachers,
education support workers, ECE supervisor/ head teacher. This discussion aims
to share the feedback (video clips) example from observation, where 1) ableism
and 2) inclusion are being practised. The participants will be asked to comment
on the shared video and give their input on the part of the videos, where ableism
is being practised and how it can be challenged. This discussion will last for
approximately 1 hour and will be conducted at a time and place suitable for

participants.

Participant’s time: An estimated total teacher’s time of 3 hours will be required for

participating in the research activities.

The long-term goal of this study is to make sure that ECE teachers and other ECE staff

are well supported to work inclusively with children with ASD and other disabled

children. I also hope that the knowledge gained through this research will add to our

understanding of how ableism could possibly disrupt the inclusion of disabled children

and their families in ECE settings. How teachers could resist ableism.

Participants can have access to the electronic copy of the thesis, which will be

widely available in the University of Waikato digital repository: Research

Commons URL- https://researchcommons.waikato.ac.nz/
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All the information gathered will be confidential to the researcher and will only be
used for this research, and any publications and presentations resulting from it. |
will maintain the confidentiality of all participants, with pseudonyms used in the

reporting. There will be no coding or reference that can link the centre or any
individual to the research.

I hope that you will be interested in taking part in my research study. If you need

further information, or have questions; please contact me at:

Silky.luthral8@gmail.com or ss610@students.waikato.ac.nz.

Supervisors for my study are

Associate Professor Linda Mitchell at
linda.mitchell@waikato.ac.nz Dr Carol Hamilton at
hamiltca@waikato.ac.nz.

Yours sincerely,

Silky Sharma (PhD Candidate)

Faculty of Education, University of Waikato
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Appendix-K: Consent Form for Teachers, Curriculum Leader and
Education Support Worker

Institution: Faculty of Education, University of Waikato.

Research project title: Understanding how ableism affects children with Autism
Spectrum

Disorder (ASD) in an Early Childhood Education Setting

Researcher: Silky Sharma

What the research involves:

The research invites you to fill the consent if you wish to participate in the following
research activities:

Semi-structured interview: Semi-structured interview for teachers. The purpose of
this interview is to understand the knowledge, beliefs, and perspective of the teachers
about the 1) concept of disability and 2) children with ASD, how these might influence
their teaching practice.

Observation: Observations will be made using video, pictures and field notes to
observe patterns of interaction in the ECE centre.

Focus group discussion: This discussion aims to share the feedback (e.g. video clips)

example from observation.

Ethical procedures for academic research undertaken from New Zealand tertiary
institutions require that participant explicitly agree to be part of the research and how
the information contained in the research (interview, observation, and focus group
discussion) will be used. Therefore, 1 am asking you to read the following information
to certify that you agree with these:

Tick each statement to show that you are willing to participate in interview,
observation and focus group discussion.

Agreement to research activities (interview, observation and focus group
discussion)

[ 11 understand that my participation in the research (interview, observation and focus
group discussion) is entirely voluntary.
[ 11 have read the Invitation to Participate information and have had all of my

questions answered.
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[ 11 understand | can withdraw from the research (interview, observation and focus
group discussion) at any time without penalty, and | do not have to say why.
Participants will be advised that in case they decide to withdraw data, they will have to
inform me about that no later than three weeks after receiving their transcripts. If they

decide to do it, they will not be required to give me any reasons for their withdrawal.

[ ] 1 understand that the purpose of focus group discussion is to encourage each
participant to provide strategies to challenge Ableism and not to take video as a chance
to pass negative comments to criticise practices of any of the participants.

Recording and Transcribing

Semi-structured interview

[ 11 agree to an audio recording of my responses and discussions within the interview
to be made.

[ 11 understand that the transcription of the interview will be analysed by the
researcher

(Silky Sharma)

[ 11 understand that | will be e-mailed a transcript of what has been discussed during
the interview.

[ ]I understand that access to interview transcripts will be limited to Silky Sharma
and her supervisory panel.

[ 11 understand that I can alter or withdraw any or all of the interview material within
seven days of receiving the transcript.

Observations:

[ 11 understand that observation will be recorded using a video recorder, photographs,
and field notes.

[ 11 agree to wear a microphone for audio recording during my teaching.

[ ] 1 understand that the transcription of the observation will be analysed by the
researcher

(Silky Sharma)

[ 11 understand that access to field notes and video clips transcripts will be limited to
Silky Sharma and her supervisory panel.

Focus group discussion

[ 11 agree to an audio recording of my responses and discussions within the

discussion to be Made.
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[ ] 1 understand that due to the collectively-generated nature of the focus group
discussion, I will not be able to review or withdraw any of the data | will contribute to
the focus group discussion.

[ 11 understand that the transcription of the interview will be analysed by the
researcher

(Silky Sharma)
[ ] 1 understand that access to interview transcripts will be limited to Silky Sharma
and her supervisory panel.

Data Storage and Dissemination

[ 11 understand that data collected through the interview, observations and focus group
discussion will be used in research. Every effort will be made to maintain anonymity
such as the use of pseudonyms. However, anonymity cannot be completely
guaranteed.

[ 11 understand that data of interview, observation and focus group discussion will be
securely kept for five years and then destroyed.

[ 11 agree to be quoted directly if my real name is not disclosed and a pseudonym

is used. [ ] I understand that any information | have shared which has already been
published may not be withdrawn.

[ 11 would like to be kept informed about any publication of research

material. [ ] | have read and understood all comments on this sheet. | agree to
participate in this Study.

Researcher signature: Date:  / /2019

Participant’s signature Date:  / /2019

Contact Information
If you have any further questions or concerns about this study, please contact:
Researcher: Silky Sharma

Full address: 10 A, Steele Road, Forest Lake, Hamilton, 3200, New Zealand

Tel: 0276266682, E-mail: Silky.luthral8@gmail.com or
ss610@students.waikato.ac.nz.
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Appendix-L: Letter Inviting the Participation of Parents of Autistic
Children

Dear parents,
My name is Silky Sharma and | am a PhD candidate at the Faculty of
Education, University of Waikato. | am conducting research as a

requirement of my Doctoral Degree The title of my research is

“Understanding how ableism affects children with Autism

Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in an Early Childhood Education

Setting”. In my study, the term Ableism means the “belief that it is better
or superior not to have a disability than to have one and that it is better to
do things in the way that non-disabled people do” (Storey, 2007, p.56).

The research has been given ethical approval by the Faculty of Education

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of my study is to find how the effects of ableism can influence the everyday
practices of people working in an ECE setting with children with ASD. Would
knowledge about ableism be helpful for people working in the ECE setting?

What | want to know more about is:

» How might ableism influence the everyday discourses and practices of teachers

and other people involved in an ECE setting for children with ASD?

« How might understanding of ableism and knowledge about the effects of
ableism on practices help teachers counter the impact of ableism when

responding to disabled children?

What your involvement would mean

I invite you to participate in a semi-structured interview. The purpose of this interview is
to understand the parent’s experience of ECE services for their children. The interview
will take approximately 1 hour to conduct and will be conducted at a place, date and time

suitable for you.

Participant’s time: An estimated total time of 1 hour of parents will be required for

participating in the research activity (interview).
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The long-term goal of this study is to make sure that ECE teachers and other ECE staff
are well supported to work inclusively with children with ASD and other disabled
children in their settings. | also hope that the knowledge gained through this research will
add to our understanding of how ableism could possibly disrupt the inclusion of disabled
children and their families in ECE settings. How teachers could resist ableism.

Participants can have access to the electronic copy of the thesis, which will be widely
available in the University of Waikato digital repository: Research Commons URL-

https://researchcommons.waikato.ac.nz/

All the information gathered will be confidential to the researcher and will only be
used for this research, and any publications and presentations resulting from it. |
will maintain the anonymity of all participants, with pseudonyms used in the
reporting. There will be no coding or reference that can link the centre or any

individual to the research.

I hope that you will be interested in taking part in my research study. If you need

further information, or have questions; please contact me at:

Silky.luthral8@gmail.com or ss610@students.waikato.ac.nz.

Supervisors for my study are
Associate Professor Linda Mitchell at
linda.mitchell@waikato.ac.nz Dr Carol Hamilton at

hamiltca@waikato.ac.nz.
Yours sincerely,

Silky Sharma (PhD Candidate)
Faculty of Education, University of Waikato
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Appendix-M: Consent Form for Parents of Autistic children

Institution: Faculty of Education, University of Waikato.

Research project title: Understanding how ableism affects children with Autism
Spectrum

Disorder (ASD) in an Early Childhood Education Setting

Researcher: Silky Sharma

What the research involves:

The research invites you to fill out the consent if you wish to participate in the

following activity:

« Semi-structured interview: The purpose of this interview is to understand the

parent’s experience of ECE services for their children.

Ethical procedures for academic research undertaken from New Zealand tertiary
institutions require that participant explicitly agree to be part of the research and how the
information contained in their interview, observation and focus group discussion will be
used. Therefore, | am asking you to read the following information to certify that you
agree with these: Tick each statement to show that you are willing to participate in
interview, observation and focus group discussion.

1. Agreement to Interview

[ 11 understand that my participation in this interview is entirely voluntary.

[ 11 have read the Invitation to Participate information and have had all of my questions
answered.

[ 11 understand I can withdraw from this at any time without penalty, and | do not have
to say why. Participants will be advised that in case they decide to withdraw data, they
will have to inform me about that no later than three weeks after receiving their
transcripts. If they decide to do it, they will not be required to give me any reasons for

their withdrawal.

2. Recording and Transcribing

[ 11 agree to an audio recording of my responses and discussions within the interview
to be made.

[ 11 understand that the transcription of the interview will be analysed by the researcher
(Silky Sharma)
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[ ] 1 understand that I will be e-mailed a transcript of what has been discussed during
the interview.

[ 11 understand that access to interview transcripts will be limited to Silky Sharma and
her supervisory panel.

[ 11 understand that I can alter or withdraw any or all of the interview material within
seven days of receiving the transcript.

3. Data Storage and Dissemination

[ 11 understand that data collected through this interview will be used in research. Every
effort will be made to maintain anonymity such as the use of pseudonyms. However,
anonymity cannot be completely guaranteed.

[ 11 understand that audio recording of the interview will be securely kept for the
required five years and then destroyed.

[ 11 agree to be quoted directly if my real name is not disclosed and a pseudonym is
used. [ ] I understand that any information I have shared which has already been
published may not be withdrawn.

[ 11 would like to be kept informed about any publication of research material.

[ 11 have read and understood all comments on this sheet. | agree to participate

in this study.
Researcher signature: Date:  / /2019
Participant’s signature Date:  / /2019

Contact Information

If you have any further questions or concerns about this study, please contact:
Researcher: Silky Sharma

Full address: 10 A, Steele Road, Forest Lake, Hamilton, 3200, New Zealand
Tel: 0276266682

E-mail: Silky.luthral8@gmail.com or ss610@students.waikato.ac.nz.
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Appendix-N: Letter to Parents Seeking Permission for their
Child’s Participation

Dear parents,
My name is Silky Sharma and | am a PhD candidate at the Faculty of
Education, University of Waikato. | am conducting research as a

requirement of my Doctoral Degree The title of my research is

“Understanding how ableism affects children with Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in an Early Childhood Education

Setting”.In my study, the term Ableism means the “belief that it is better
or superior not to have a disability than to have one and that it is better to
do things in the way that non-disabled people do” (Storey, 2007, p.56).

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of my study is to find how the effects of ableism can influence the everyday
practices of people working in an ECE setting with children with ASD. Would
knowledge about ableism be helpful for people working in the ECE setting?

What | want to know more about is:

« How might ableism influence the everyday interactions and practices of

teachers and other people involved in an ECE setting for children with ASD?

» How might understanding ableism and knowledge about the effects of ableism
on practices help teachers counter the impact of ableism when responding to
disabled children?

What your child’s involvement would mean

Observations: Observations will be made using video, pictures and field notes to
capture patterns of interaction in the ECE centre. | will observe your child's interaction
with the teacher, education support workers, head teacher, and other children at the
centre. The observation will be conducted for two weeks in shifts for 4 hours to observe
the daily activities of ECE centres. At the time of observation, participants can continue
with their daily activities because the process of observation will not necessarily require

their time.
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The long-term goal of this study is to make sure that ECE teachers and other ECE staff
are well supported to work inclusively with children with ASD and other disabled
children in their settings. | also hope that the knowledge gained through this research will
add to our understanding of how ableism could possibly disrupt the inclusion of disabled
children and their families in ECE settings. How teachers could resist ableism.

Participants can have access to the electronic copy of the thesis, which will be widely
available in the University of Waikato digital repository: Research Commons URL-

https://researchcommons.waikato.ac.nz/

All the information gathered will be confidential to the researcher and will only be
used for this research, and any publications and presentations resulting from it. |
will maintain the anonymity of all participants, with pseudonyms (another name)
used in the reporting. There will be no coding or reference that can link the centre
or any individual to the research. The pseudonym will be used for children and
other participants in the research to protect participants’ identities and maintain

the value and integrity of participants’ experiences.

I hope that you will be interested in taking part in my research study. If you need

further information, or have questions; please contact me at:

Silky.luthral8@gmail.com or ss610@students.waikato.ac.nz.

Supervisors for my study are
Associate Professor Linda Mitchell at
linda.mitchell@waikato.ac.nz Dr Carol Hamilton at

hamiltca@waikato.ac.nz.
Yours sincerely,

Silky Sharma (PhD Candidate)
Faculty of Education, University of Waikato
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Appendix-O: Consent Form for Parents Seeking Permission for their

Child’s Participation

Institution: Faculty of Education, University of Waikato.

Research project title: Understanding how ableism affects children with Autism Spectrum
Disorder (ASD) in an Early Childhood Education

Setting What the research involves:

We would like your permission to use items collected about your child in the research.

in
Please circle| To be collected | Tobeusedin [To be used To be used on the
Yes/No an_d analysed for | the _ academic University of
this research presentation blicati _ _
publication Waikato website

Written observation

of child interaction Yes/ No Yes/ No Yes/ No Yes/ No

with children and

adults involved in

ECE centre

Learning  stories Yes/ No Yes/ No Yes/ No Yes/ No

and excerpts from

child’s portfolio

Yes/ No Yes/ No Yes/ No Yes/ No
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Photographs of my
child

Video recordings of| Yes/ No Yes/ No Yes/ No Yes/ No
my child

I will maintain the anonymity of all participants, with pseudonyms (another
name) used in the reporting. The pseudonym will be used for children and other
participants in the research to protect participants’ identities and maintain the

value and integrity of participants' experiences.

Please suggest another name for your child to be used in this research study:

I understand that at any time, | can say no to the further collection of work for the project
PARENT/CAREGIVER’S FULL NAME

(First name) (Last Name)

SIGNATURE Date

NAME OF CENTRE

Contact Information

If you have any further questions or concerns about this study, please contact:
Researcher: Silky Sharma

Full address: 10 A, Steele Road, Forest Lake, Hamilton, 3200, New Zealand
Tel: 0276266682

E-mail: Silky.luthral8@gmail.com or ss610@students.waikato.ac.nz
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Appendix-P: Assent Form for Children

Title of research: Understanding how ableism affects children with Autism Spectrum

Disorder (ASD) in an Early Childhood Education Setting
[To be read with children by the teacher/researcher only after PARENTAL

CONSENT has been gained]

Hi, my name is Silky Sharma and | am a PhD candidate at the Faculty of
Education, University of Waikato (New Zealand). | am going to be visiting
your kindergarten lots this year. | am writing a report about what you are
learning at kindergarten with other children. I want to share what you say and
do, and how you get on with other children, teacher and other adults in

the centre). The research
has been given ethical approval by the Faculty of Please put a mark on the following pictures

if you agree to me finding out about you in these ways:

Talking to me and asking me questions

—_

P
&(4/;/%}?\) ke

b\ - 75 -
Q/ A

n

wiki

Making notes and writing down what | say
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Taking photos and videos of my friends and me
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Watching me while I play

I can say tell you to go away if I want to be alone or with my friends

You will keep everything safely locked away
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What other name would you like to be used for this research study?

(NB: Please avoid TV or film character’ names or names of other children attending

kindergarten)
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Appendix-Q: Notice about Video Recording

This notice is to let you know that Mrs. Silky Sharma from The University of Waikato
will be video recording here today for her PhD research project, understanding how
ableism affects children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in an Early
Childhood Education Setting at the [Name centre]. If you haven’t given consent for

your child to be involved, they will not be part of this video recording.

Photo of the researcher
(Mrs. Silky Sharma)
Contact details: Silky.luthral8@gmail.com or ss610@students.waikato.ac.nz.

Supervisors for this study are
Associate Professor Linda Mitchell at
linda.mitchell@waikato.ac.nz Dr Carol Hamilton at

hamiltca@waikato.ac.nz.
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