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Preschool children’s behavioural intentions towards and
perceptions of peers with disabilities in a preschool classroom
Binnur Yıldırım Hacıibrahimoğlu

Department of Special Education, Faculty of Education, Giresun University, Giresun, Turkey

ABSTRACT
In this study, we examined and compared preschool children’s
behavioural intentions towards and perceptions of peers with physical,
intellectual and no disability. Capabilities and behavioural intentions
scales, based on picture cards, were administered face-to-face to 144
preschool children. Significant differences were found between
perceptions of and behavioural intentions towards children with
physical, intellectual and no disability. When these differences were
examined, it was determined that the perceptions on and behavioural
intentions towards children with an intellectual disability were less
positive than those towards children with a physical disability and no
disability. Children’s behavioural intentions towards and perceptions of
children with physical, intellectual and no disability did not differ
according to participants’ variables. These findings show that in early
childhood education, rather than just placing peers with disabilities in
classroom environments, it is necessary to promote quality interactions.
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Introduction

Considering the impact of the experiences that young children gain in early childhood education on
their development and learning, it is important to provide them with an early childhood education
environment that is adequate. The definition of inclusion in early childhood by the National Associ-
ation for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) and Division for Early Childhood (DEC) encom-
passes the values, policies and practices that support the rights of young children and their
families as fully participating members of society. For all disabled and non-disabled children and
their families, the experience of inclusion involves a sense of belonging, positive social relationships,
friendship, development and learning for children’s full access to their potential (DEC/ NAEYC, 2009).
Early childhood inclusive environments facilitate the implementation of practices that ensure the
participation of all children and the promotion of friendships among children (Barton & Smith,
2015; Hollingsworth & Buysse, 2009). Promoting peer acceptance and social interaction by raising
awareness of individual differences is an important objective of inclusive education (Guralnick,
Neville, Hammond, & Connor, 2007; Han, Ostrosky, & Diamond, 2006; Nowicki, 2007; Odom et al.,
2006). Guralnick (2005) stated that being able to establish relationships with peers is an important
developmental characteristic of children and that it also affects other processes of development.

The preschool period is an important process for developing peer acceptance for children with
special needs because children’s awareness of their peers or their choice of playmates begin to
form at the very young age of 4 or 5 years (Dyson, 2005; Hong, Kwon, & Jeon, 2014). Children
with no disability often have positive attitudes towards children with special needs, supporting
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peer acceptance and the practice of inclusion (de Boer, Pijl, Post, & Minnaert, 2012; Diamond, 2001;
Han et al., 2006; Odom et al., 2006; Trepanier-Street, Hong, Silverman, Morris, & Morris, 2011).
However, preschool children’s perceptions and behavioural intentions towards their non-disabled
peers are more positive than that towards their peers with a disability (Dyson, 2005; Han et al.,
2006; Nowicki, 2006).

Preschool children’s perceptions of peers with disabilities

Preschool education is a milestone for all children and, as compared to the children’s homes, pro-
vides a more formal environment facilitating peer interaction. Such peer-interaction dynamics
become even more significant in the context of children with special needs. Children with special
needs typically interact most regularly with their peers in preschool education setups. Peer attitudes
constitute crucial components of peer relations and inclusive education for children with special
needs. Attitudes towards disability are typically established in early childhood and are crystallised
as childhood progresses. For this reason, the preschool years are regarded as critical in terms of sen-
sitizing children towards disabilities (Dyson, 2005; Werner, Peretz, & Roth, 2015).

Variables such as gender, age, type of disability and experience are emphasized in children’s atti-
tudes towards their disabled peers (Beck, Fritz, Keller, & Dennis, 2000; Favazza & Odom, 1997; Huck-
stadt & Shutts, 2014; Nikolaraizi et al., 2005; Nowicki, 2006; Tamm & Prellwitz, 2001; Werner et al.,
2015). The type of disability is an important but inconsistent variable in peer attitudes towards chil-
dren with a disability (Nowicki, 2006; Nowicki & Sandieson, 2002; Odom et al., 2006; Werner et al.,
2015). Children with an intellectual disability are considered especially vulnerable in terms of peer
acceptance (Norwich & Kelly, 2004; Nowicki, 2003; Ring & Travers, 2005; Siperstein, Norins, & Mohler,
2006). Studies show that attitudes towards children with an intellectual disability are either neutral
(Georgiadi, Kalyva, Kourkoutas, & Tsakiris, 2012) or negative (Georgiadi, 2002; Harper, 1997; Nowicki,
2006; Okagaki, Diamond, Kontos, & Hestenes, 1998; Siperstein et al., 2006). However, both positive
and negative peer attitudes can be observed in peer acceptance towards physically disabled chil-
dren; therefore, there are no definite inferences (Laws & Kelly, 2005; Nowicki, 2006). Considering the
variable of being a part of an inclusive environment, previous studies have found that children with
no disability were more accepting to their peers with a disability when they had experienced inclu-
sivity (Diamond & Hestenes, 1994; Diamond, Hestenes, Carpenter, & Innes, 1997; Favazza & Odom,
1997); Nikolaraizi et al.’s (2005) findings are consistent with this observation. However, Van Hooser
(2009) found that children with experiences of inclusion had less positive attitudes towards their
disabled peers’ abilities than those who had not experienced in inclusive practices. In inclusive
environments, the acceptance of children with a disability is related to the type of disability. In
their study conducted in preschool inclusion environments, Odom et al. (2006) found that none
of the participants had an attitude of social acceptance towards their peers with autism, social-
emotional or behavioural disabilities. Children with speech or physical disabilities were in the
more socially accepted group.

Behavioural intentions towards peers with disabilities

Behavioural intention, described as the motives influencing a particular behaviour in a given situ-
ation, is an important element with regard to peer attitudes towards children with special needs.
However, compared to the large volume of research discussing the cognitive and emotional
aspects influencing peer attitude, there are few studies that analyse the significance of behav-
ioural intent in this context. Moreover, there are even fewer studies on the behavioural intent
in young children (de Boer et al., 2012; Yu, Ostrosky, & Fowler, 2012). Studies by Nikolaraizi
et al. (2005), Favazza and Odom (1997) and Yıldırım Hacıibrahimoğlu and Ustaoğlu (2020) have
implemented the Acceptance Scale for Kindergarten-Revised (ASK-R), which considers the
affective and behavioural dimensions and is not limited to the study of a specific type of disability.
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The findings from the research reveal that children at the kindergarten level display peer accep-
tance towards children with special needs; however, their acceptance levels differ with respect to
environmental factors such as the overall classroom inclusion level and the child’s prior exposure
to and experiences with individuals with disability. In another study (Dyson, 2005), it was found
that although children in kindergarten displayed positive perceptions towards the competencies
of children with disabilities, most of these participants in the study did not have peers with dis-
abilities. In other words, having a positive attitude does not necessarily lead to positive behav-
ioural intention or behaviour. Nowicki (2006) examined the behavioural intentions of children
aged between four and ten to understand their attitudes towards children with special needs.
In the study, it was found that the participants’ scores on their behavioural intentions towards
children with physical, intellectual and combined disabilities were lower as compared to their
scores on their behavioural intentions towards other children with no disability. Moreover, they
were also much less willing to interact with children with disabilities. Hong et al. (2014) found
that kindergarten children aged four and five have more positive regard towards individuals
with disabilities as their understanding of disabilities begins to develop at this age. However,
the study found that children’s behavioural intentions to include their peers with disabilities in
their play activities were not associated with their knowledge of the disability or their attitudes
towards people affected by it.

Gender (Hong et al., 2014; Nowicki, 2006; Werner et al., 2015), age (Nowicki, 2006; Van Hooser,
2009) and experience (Magiati, Dockrell, & Logotheti, 2002; Nikolaraizi et al., 2005) are variables
addressed in studies examining children’s behavioural intentions and perceptions towards peers
with disabilities. Hong et al. (2014) explained that children’s past interactions with individuals
with disabilities determines their general attitudes towards children with special needs, particularly
shaping their behavioural intent. Indeed, Favazza and Odom (1997) and Diamond (2001) demon-
strate in their research that interacting with individuals with disabilities can help children develop
positive attitudes towards those with special needs. However, Hong et al. (2014) found that the vari-
ables of gender, age and children’s prior experiences with people with disabilities had no corre-
lations with their behavioural intentions. The researchers further reported that there are no
findings regarding the frequency, duration or content of communication between children with dis-
abilities and those with no disabilities. The type of disability also emerges as an important determi-
nant in children’s acceptance of disabled peers. Extant studies have examined children’s perceptions
of and behavioural intentions towards peers according to disability type (Arampatzi, Mouratidou,
Evaggelinou, Koidou, & Barkoukis, 2011; de Laat, Freriksen, & Vervloed, 2013; Gannon & McGilloway,
2009; Georgiadi et al., 2012; Laws & Kelly, 2005); however, the participants in these studies appear to
be in older age ranges.

Current study

In Turkey, with the arrangements prescribed by the Ministry of National Education [MoNE] Special
Education Services Regulations, children who need special education and who are over the age of
36 months must get early childhood education (MoNE, 2018). Thus, with inclusive practices, there
are more children with special needs in early childhood education settings. Therefore, the accep-
tance of children with special needs becomes even more important in preschool education environ-
ments. In Turkey, the preschool education programme was updated, and the new programme was
initiated in 2013; it is a developmental programme and includes a number of new regulations. One
regulation is to include adaptations for children with special needs. When there is a child diagnosed
with special needs in the classroom, teachers are required to make adaptations for the child in the
activities they prepare. To this end, a new section has been added to the activity planning format
titled ‘Adaptation’. In the Adaptation section, the arrangements to be made for activity methods,
materials and learning processes and the situations that need attention have been explained
(MoNE, 2013).
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Another arrangement made in the programme is related to the implementation of activities.
The new programme explains that activities can be planned and implemented individually, in
small groups or in large groups. Activities in which children are divided into groups according
to their age, developmental characteristics, interests and abilities are small group activities.
Large group activities aim to achieve the same gains using the same methods, techniques and
materials, with all the children in the class (MoNE, 2013). The presence of adaptation and activity
practices in the preschool education programme has made peer relations and peer acceptance
more important in inclusive environments. When activities are carried out in small groups, chil-
dren with special needs work with fewer peers. In large group activities, children with special
needs interact with all their peers in the classroom. Therefore, whether it is a small or large
group activity, children with special needs should be accepted by their peers during such activi-
ties. This will ensure that the activity achieves its goal and those set for children with special
needs. Therefore, it is necessary to address how children with special needs are perceived by
their peers.

Studies examining the peer relationships of children with special needs in the preschool
period in Turkey are very limited. Two studies (Çulhaoğlu-İmrak & Sığırtmaç, 2011; Küçüker,
Erdoğan, & Çürük, 2014) have examined peer relations in inclusion settings using observation
and video recordings; further, Ozokçu (2018) and Yüce (2015) used the Child Behaviour Scale
developed by Ladd and Profilet (1996). Karadağ, Yıldız Demirtaş, & Girli (2014) investigated pre-
school children’s preference for children with special needs in their classroom by using sociome-
try. Fırat (2020) developed an activity-based interaction programme in a kindergarten and
evaluated the effect of this programme on the social acceptance of children with disabilities.
To examine peer acceptance, Yıldırım Hacıibrahimoğlu and Ustaoğlu (2020) adapted the ASK-R
and used it to examine the attitudes of kindergarten children towards their peers with special
needs. While a review of the international literature unearths some studies that examine chil-
dren’s perceptions and behavioural intentions based on the type of disability, a review of the
national literature on the subject yields no results. For this reason, the current research can con-
tribute to the existing studies on peer acceptance. Such contribution may be in terms of increas-
ing the number of studies examining peer relations among pre-schoolers in Turkey as well as
providing a different cultural perspective and broadening the scope of research on young chil-
dren at the international level. At the same time, the research is significant in terms of examining,
within the same study, different variables determining the behavioural intentions of children
towards their peers with disabilities. In addition, the evaluation of variables related to peer accep-
tance can help in the development of intervention programmes for individuals with disabilities.
Furthermore, our evaluation of variables related to peer acceptance will help in the preparation
of intervention programmes.

This study investigated children’s behavioural intentions towards and perceptions of peers with
physical, intellectual and no disability. The following research questions were examined. a) What are
children’s behavioural intentions towards and perceptions of children with physical disability, chil-
dren with intellectual disability and non-disabled children? b) Do perceptions of and behavioural
intentions towards children with a physical disability and those with an intellectual disability
differ in terms of demographic characteristics?

Method

Participants

This study was conducted with 144 children—69 girls and 74 boys. The study group was determined
using convenience sampling. Convenience sampling allows the researcher to identify a sample from
a population that is close and easy to contact because it provides speed and practicality (Yıldırım &
Şimşek, 2008). Children were selected from five state-run preschools. The inclusion criteria were
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children attending preschool and not having any diagnosis, as well as the approval of their family.
The age range of the children included in the study was 48–68 months (M = 59.55). The demographic
information of the study group is presented in Table 1.

Measures

Child information form
This form was created by the researcher based on the past studies.

Perceived capabilities scale (PCS)
This scale was developed to determine perceptions (beliefs) about what a child with special needs
can do. The scale was created by Van Hooser (2009) using the Ages and Stages Questionnaire,
Second Edition scale, developed by Bricker and Squires (1999), and looks at the skills acquired in
early childhood. There are 10 questions in this scale. Children were asked to answer the questions
as ‘yes, no, maybe’ or with smiley face symbols. The answers were scored as 0 (no), 1 (maybe)
and 2 (yes). A high score on the scale indicates that children have high perceptions about what a
child with special needs can do (Van Hooser, 2009).

First, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed for PCS. When the fit indices were exam-
ined according to the CFA results, the x2/sd ratio (68.38/35) was calculated as 1.954. A ratio less
than 3 indicates perfect fit (Kline, 2005). The root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA)
was 0.86; this value complies with the perfect fit criteria of RMSEA (<0.90) (Steiger, 2007). Standar-
dized root mean square residual (SRMR) was calculated as 0.078; this value meets the perfect fit
criteria of SRMR (≤0.08) (Çokluk, Şekercioğlu, & Büyüköztürk, 2010). The incremental fit index
(IFI), comparative fit index (CFI) and non-normed fit index (NNFI) values were calculated as 0.90,
0.90 and 0.87, respectively. These values indicate a good fit because they are close are close to
0.90 (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001). When the CFA results for PCS were examined, the scale was
found to meet the fit criteria and show good fit. The Cronbach’s alpha internal consistency coeffi-
cient for PCS was calculated as 0.866, indicating that the PCS tool is highly reliable (Özdamar,
2004).

Table 1. The demographic characteristics of study groups.

Variables Category f %

Gender Girl 69 48.3
Boy 74 51.7
Total 143 100.0

Age ≤60 months 92 64.3
≥61 months 51 35.7
Toplam 143 100.0

Educational setting Inclusive 34 23.8
Non-inclusive 109 76.2
Total 143 100.0

Direct experience with a
disability

A friend with a disability 9 6.3
A family member with a disability 16 11.2
A current or former classmate with a disability 10 7.0
No experience with an individual with a disability 108 75.5
Total 143 100.0

Indirect experience with a
disability

Read a book to your child in which disability is discussed 6 4.2
Read a book to your child in which a character has a disability 11 7.7
Watched a TV show/movie in which disability is discussed 4 2.8
Watched a TV show/movie in which a character has a disability 5 3.5
After having seen a stranger with a disability, having discussion 27 18.9
After meeting/interacting with a friend/family member with a disability,
having discussion

29 20.3

I have never discussed disability or individuals with a disability with my child. 61 42.7
Total 143 100.0
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Behavioural intentions scale (BIS)
This scale determines the willingness to interact with a child with special needs. The scale was
created by Van Hooser (2009) based on the Behavioural Intentions Scale (Roberts & Lindsell, 1997)
and Friendship Activity Scale (Siperstein, 1980). There are 15 questions in the scale. The interviewer
poses the question ‘Would you do… …with this child?’ inserting an activity typical of a preschool-
aged child’s day. These activities fall into five categories: helping behaviours, sharing behaviours,
physical proximity, common activities and intimacy level. As in the PCS scale, the child to be
treated is shown pictures, and the descriptions of each child are read. Scale items are scored as 0
(no), 1 (maybe) and 2 (yes). A high score on the scale indicates positive behavioural intentions
towards children with special needs (Van Hooser, 2009).

First, CFA was performed for the BIS. When the fit indices were examined according to the CFA
results, the x2/sd ratio (218.35/90) was calculated as 2.426. A ratio less than 3 indicates perfect fit
(Kline, 2005). RMSEA was found to be 0.102, and this value is above the perfect fit criteria of
RMSEA (<0.90) (Steiger, 2007). SRMR was calculated as 0.072. This value meets the perfect fit criteria
of SRMR (≤0.08) (Çokluk et al., 2010). The values for IFI, CFI and NNFI were calculated as 0.94, 0.94 and
0.93, respectively, and these values indicate good fit because they are close to 0.90 (Tabachnick &
Fidell, 2001). When the CFA results for the BIS tool were examined, the scale was found to meet
the fit criteria and show good fit. The Cronbach’s alpha internal consistency coefficient for PCS
was calculated as 0.869. This value shows that the PCS measurement tool is highly reliable
(Özdamar, 2004).

Procedure

First, adaptation studies of PCS and BIS measurement tools were carried out. For this, first, the scale
was translated into Turkish by two experts in the field of early childhood who are fluent in English.
Later, the resulting Turkish form was translated back into English by a linguist. The final version of the
measurement instruments was applied to 10 children by the researcher. In the pre-application, the
items in the original scale and their Turkish translations were found to be conceptually and linguis-
tically equivalent. Further, the application process of the scales was reviewed. Afterwards, per-
missions were obtained from the relevant authorities to implement the application. Through the
teachers, the researcher sent an information letter to the families about the study, a family
consent form documenting the parents’ consent and a child information form. The children
whose family consent form was approved were included in the study. Verbal consent was obtained
from the children, written consent was obtained from the families. The study data were collected
between February and June 2019. Participants were given the opportunity to withdraw from the
study at any time.

During the data collection process, 11 children were excluded from the study because they did
not want to participate, and six children stated that they did not want to do it during the study. Inter-
views with the children were conducted in an empty classroom.

Presentation of target children
The study involved three target children: a child with a physical disability, a child with an intellectual
disability and a child with no disability. In the presentation of target children, illustrations from
Werner et al. (2015) and pictures from Van Hooser (2009) were used. Both drawings and pictures
were used to describe the target children. In the drawings, all children sit on a chair. In the pictures,
all the children’s faces are shown except for those with a physical disability. Werner et al. (2015)
worked on children with physical, hearing and no disability. Therefore, in this study, a new
drawing on intellectual disability was created. In Van Hooser’s (2009) study, intellectual disability
was depicted with children with Down syndrome. Therefore, children with intellectual disabilities
were drawn with split and slanted eyes based on the physical signs of Down syndrome. Children
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with a physical disability were pictured with a wheelchair. There are descriptions for each group of
children. The gender of the interviewed child is matched with the gender of the target child. The
pictures of the children of the three groups were shown to children who participated in the study
along with descriptions. For example, ‘This boy uses a wheelchair to get around. He learns new
things easily. He is learning to count to 10 and knows some of his ABCs. He can also understand
a story that is read to him and tell the story to someone else’. This statement describes a physically
disabled child. Descriptions of other groups are shown in Figure 1.

Data analysis

First, an outlier analysis was performed, and 13 subjects were excluded from the dataset according to
their standardized z-scores (Raykov & Marcoulides, 2008). After the outliers were discarded, the ana-
lyses were continued with the data of 130 participants. LISREL and SPSS 24 were used for data analy-
sis. CFA was used to check the construct validity of the scales and to verify the scales, and the
Cronbach’s alpha internal consistency coefficients were calculated for the reliability of the scales.

To determine the analysis method to be used, first, the Kolmogrov–Smirnov and Shapiro–Wilks
test results were examined, and it was determined whether the data showed a normal distribution.
The PCS (children with physical, intellectual and no disability) and BIS (children with physical, intel-
lectual and no disability) scores did not show a normal distribution. To ensure the comparability of
PCS and BIS scores, all scores were divided by the number of items and converted to a range of 0–2.
The scores did not show normal distribution according to the variables of gender, age, being in an
inclusive environment, direct experience with disability and indirect experience with disability.
Therefore, the Friedman’s test, Wilcoxon test, Mann–Whitney U test and Kruskal–Wallis H test,
which are non-parametric analyses, were used in the analyses to be made according to these
variables.

Results

Descriptive findings on PCS and BIS scores

When the scores obtained from the PCS were examined, the mean score was found to be 1.338 for
children with a physical disability, 0.971 for children with an intellectual disability and 1.924 for chil-
dren with no disability. According to these findings, perceptions on children with a physical disability
are higher than those on children with an intellectual disability (Table 2).

Figure 1. The example of drawing and verbal describtion of target children.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics on PCS and BIS scores.

N Minimum Maksimum Mean Std. Deviation Skewness Kurtosis

PCS Physical 130 .00 2.00 1.338 .473 -.444 -.572
PCS No disability 130 .00 2.00 .971 .557 -.016 -.880
PCS Typical 130 1.30 2.00 1.924 .157 −2.254 4.519
BIS Physical 130 .40 2.00 1.749 .320 −1.877 3.759
BIS Intellectual 130 .00 2.00 1.522 .509 −1.212 .967
BIS No disability 130 .93 2.00 1.842 .230 −1.569 1.887
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The average score of the BIS measurement tool was 1.749 for children with a physical disability,
1.522 for children with an intellectual disability and 1.842 for children with no disability (Table 2). The
high mean scores obtained from BIS and being close to 2 indicate that behavioural intention towards
children with special needs is positive. Therefore, the behavioural intention shown to children with
physical disability is more positive than the behavioural intention shown to children with intellectual
disability.

Findings on PCS and BIS scores

The results of the Friedman’s test performed to examine the differences in PCS and BIS scores in the
study are presented in Table 3. There is a statistically significant difference between perceptions on
children with a physical disability, children with an intellectual disability and children with no disabil-
ity (x2 = 182.294, p < 0.05). Similarly, there is a statistically significant difference between the inten-
tions for these three groups (x2 = 60.297, p < 0.05). The Wilcoxon test results, which were conducted
to examine between which groups the obtained difference was, are shown in Table 4.

As can be seen in Table 4, there is a statistically significant difference between participants’ per-
ceptions about children with physical disability and those about children with intellectual disability
(Z = 5.925, p < 0.05). Compared to participants’ perceptions about children with an intellectual dis-
ability (�X = 9.714), those about children with a physical disability (�X = 13.381) appear to be higher.
There is a statistically significant difference between participants’ perceptions about children with
a physical disability and those about children with no disability (Z = 9.162, p < 0.05). Participants’

Table 3. Friedman’s test results for PCS and BIS scores.

N Mean rank X2 sd p

PCS_Physical 130 1.82 182.294 2 .000
PCS_ Intellectual 130 1.30
PCS_ No disability 130 2.88
BIS_Physical 130 2.07 60.297 2 .000
BIS_Intellectual 130 1.58
BIS_ No disability 130 2.35

Table 4. Wilcoxon test results of PCS and BIS findings.

Groups N Mean rank Sum of ranks Z p

PCS Intellectual
PCS Physical

Negative rank 89a 61,30 5455,50 5.925 .000
Pozitive rank 26b 46,71 1214,50
Ties 15c

PCS No disability
PCS Physical

Negative rank 1d 12,50 12,50 9.162 .000
Pozitive rank 111e 56,90 6315,50
Ties 18f

PCS Intellectual
PCS No disability

Negative rank 3g 4,67 14,00 9.634 .000
Pozitive rank 121h 63,93 7736,00
Ties 6i

BIS Intellectual
BIS Physical

Negative rank 67a 47.16 3160.00 5.846* .000
Pozitive rank* 18b 27.50 495.00
Ties 45c

BIS No disability
BIS Physical

Negative rank* 25d 39.70 992.50 3.030* .000
Pozitive rank 55e 40.86 2247.50
Ties 50f

BIS Intellectual
BIS No disability

Negative rank* 11g 19.50 214.50 6.951* .000
Pozitive rank 72h 45.44 3271.50
Ties 47i

Note: For PCS findings; a.Intellectual<Physical, b. Intellectual>Physical, c. Intellectual = Physical, d. No disability<Physical,
e. Normal>Typical, f. No disability = Physical, g. No disability<Intellectual, h. No disability> Intellectual, i. No disability = Intel-
lectual

For BIS findings; a.Intellectual<Physical, b. Intellectual>Physical, c. Intellectual = Physical, d. No disability<Fiziksel, e. No disabil-
ity>Physical, f. No disability = Physical, g. No disability<Intellectual, h. No disability>Intellectual, i. No disability = Intellectual
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perceptions about children with a physical disability (�X = 13.381) seem to be lower than those about
children with no disability (�X = 19.238).

There is a statistically significant difference between participants’ perceptions about children with
an intellectual disability and those about children with no disability (Z = 9.634, p < 0.05). Participants’
perceptions of children with an intellectual disability (�X = 9.714) seem to be lower than their percep-
tions of children with no disability (�X = 19.238). There is a statistically significant difference between
the intentions of the participants towards children with a physical disability and those towards chil-
dren with an intellectual disability (Z = 5.846, p < 0.05; Table 4) and their intentions towards children
with no disability (Z = 3.030, p < 0.05). The participants’ intentions towards children with a physical
disability (�X = 26,229) seem to be more positive than their intentions towards children with an intel-
lectual disability (�X = 22,831). The participants’ intentions towards children with a physical disability
(�X = 26,229) seems to be less positive than their intentions towards children with no disability (�X =
27,629). There is a statistically significant difference between the intentions of the participants
towards children with an intellectual disability and their intentions towards children with no disabil-
ity (Z = 6.951, p < 0.05). The intentions of the participants towards children with an intellectual dis-
ability (�X = 22.831) seem to be more positive than their intentions towards children with no disability
(�X = 27,629).

Findings on variables

The results of the Mann–Whitney U Test, which was conducted to examine the differences of the
scores obtained with PCS (physical and intellectual) and BIS (physical and intellectual) according
to the variables of gender, age, being in an inclusion environment and experience with a disability.
It is presented in Table 5.

When Table 5 is examined, perceptions of children with physical (U = 2104.500, p > 0.05) and
intellectual (U = 1902.000, p > 0.05) disabilities and intentions towards children with physical (U =
1809.500, p > 0.05) and intellectual (U = 1745,000, p > 0.05) disabilities do not show a statistically sig-
nificant difference according to gender. There was no statistically significant difference between the
participants aged 60 months and below and the participants aged 61 months and above in terms of
their perception of children with a physical disability (U = 1717.500, p > 0.05) and children with an
intellectual disability (U = 1911.000, p > 0.05) and in terms of their intentions towards children
with a physical disability (U = 1630.000, p > 0.05) and children with an intellectual disability (U =
1812.000, p > 0.05). There was no statistically significant difference between the participants who
have been in an inclusive environment and those who have not in terms of their perception of chil-
dren with a physical disability (U = 1465.000, p > 0.05) and children with an intellectual disability (U =
1564.500, p > 0.05) and in terms of their intentions towards children with a physical disability (U =
1541.000, p > 0.05) and children with an intellectual disability (U = 1467,000, p > 0.05).

There was no statistically significant difference between participants with direct experience with
disability and participants with no direct experience with disability in terms of their perception of
what children with a physical disability can do (U = 1246.500, p > 0.05) and what children with an
intellectual disability can do (U = 1530.500, p > 0.05) and in terms of their intentions towards children
with a physical disability (U = 1543,000, p > 0.05) and towards children with an intellectual disability
(U = 1513,000, p > 0.05) (Table 5).

The results of the Kruskal–Wallis H test, which was conducted to examine the differences of the
scores obtained from the participants according to children’s indirect experience with disability, are
presented in Table 6.

There was no statistically significant difference between perceptions of what children with a phys-
ical disability can do (H(3) = 2.197, p > 0.05) and of what children with an intellectual disability can do
(H(3) = 4.122, p >0.05) and between intentions towards children with a physical disability (H(3) =
1.468, p > 0.05) and intentions towards children with an intellectual disability (H(3) = 1.319, p >
0.05) according to the status of having an indirect experience with disability (Table 6).
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Discussion

According to the scores obtained from both the measurement tools in the study, the mean scores for
children with no disability are higher. Significant differences were found between perceptions of and
behavioural intentions towards children with physical, intellectual and no disability. When these
differences were examined, it was determined that the perceptions on and behavioural intentions
towards children with an intellectual disability were less positive than those towards children with
a physical disability and no disability. These findings are consistent with other studies in the litera-
ture (Dyson, 2005; Huckstadt & Shutts, 2014; Van Hooser, 2009; Werner et al., 2015). In studies dealing
with behavioural attitudes (Han et al., 2006; Werner et al., 2015), children with and without

Table 5.Mann–Whitney U test results according to sex, age, being in an inclusive environment and having direct experience with
disability.

Groups N Mean rank Sum of rank U p

PCS Physical Gender Girl 66 65,39 4315,50 2104.500 .972
Boy 64 65,62 4199,50
Total 130

Age ≤60 months 82 62,45 5120,50 1717.500 .225
≥61 months 48 70,72 3394,50
Total 130

Educational setting Inclusive 32 68,72 2199,00 1465.000 .576
Non-inclusive 98 64,45 6316,00
Total 130

Direct experience Experience 33 76,23 2515,50 1246.500 .057
No experience 97 61,85 5999,50
Total 130

PCS Intellectual Gender Girl 66 68,68 4533,00 1902.000 .327
Boy 64 62,22 3982,00
Total 130

Age ≤60 months 82 66,20 5428,00 1911.000 .783
≥61 months 48 64,31 3087,00
Total 130

Educational setting Inclusive 32 65,61 2099,50 1564.500 .985
Non-inclusive 98 65,46 6415,50
Total 130

Direct experience Experience 33 67,62 2231,50 1530.500 .707
No experience 97 64,78 6283,50
Total 130

BIS Physical Gender Girl 66 70,08 4625,50 1809.500 .150
Boy 64 60,77 3889,50
Total 130

Age ≤60 months 82 61,38 5033,00 1630.000 .095
≥61 months 48 72,54 3482,00
Total 130

Educational setting Inclusive 32 66,34 2123,00 1541.000 .881
Non-inclusive 98 65,22 6392,00
Total 130

Direct experience Experience 33 67,24 2219,00 1543.000 .753
No experience 97 64,91 6296,00
Total 130

BIS Intellectual Gender Girl 66 71,06 4690,00 1745.000 .083
Boy 64 59,77 3825,00
Total 130

Age ≤60 months 82 63,60 5215,00 1812.000 .446
≥61 months 48 68,75 3300,00
Total 130

Educational setting Inclusive 32 62,34 1995,00 1467.000 .580
Non-inclusive 98 66,53 6520,00
Total 130

Direct experience Experience 33 68,15 2249,00 1513.000 .635
No experience 97 64,60 6266,00
Total 130
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disabilities prefer to play with children without disabilities. However, some studies have contrary
findings (Diamond, 2001; Diamond et al., 1997; Tamm & Prellwitz, 2001). Tamm and Prellwitz
(2001) examined preschool and primary school children’s thoughts about children with physical dis-
ability using wheelchairs through drawings, interview questions and a self-assessment scale. They
found that many children have positive attitudes towards physically disabled children in wheel-
chairs. Further, children were willing to include a physically disabled child in their games, and
they have the idea that a disabled child can be a friend. However, these studies considered partici-
pants views on children with disabilities only, and the participants were not asked to make compari-
sons with a group of children with no disability. This may be a reason why the present study
obtained findings in a different direction. Similar to this study, Nowicki (2006) found that all children
preferred children without disabilities. The said study, which included children between the ages of 4
and 11 years, explained that children had negative attitudes towards children with intellectual and
physically disabilities. The present study also found participants’ perceptions of and behavioural
intentions towards children without disabilities to be higher.

The findings related to the gender variable in this study, are consistent with the findings of the
studies by Hong et al. (2014) and Tamm and Prellwitz (2001). Hong et al. (2014) found that the
gender variable was not decisive in children’s behavioural intentions and understanding of disabil-
ities. Nowicki (2006) stated that the attitudes of children towards children with physical, intellectual
and intellectual/physical disabilities do not differ according to the gender variable in emotional and
behavioural dimensions. There are different results regarding the gender variable in the literature.
Some studies show that girls exhibit more positive attitudes than boys (Favazza & Odom, 1996;
Han et al., 2006; Laws & Kelly, 2005; Nowicki, 2006; Vignes, Coley, Grandjean, Godeau, & Arnaud,
2008), whereas others indicate that boys have more positive attitudes than girls (Nabuzoka &
Ronning, 1997; Werner et al., 2015). Studies have found different results regarding gender in disabil-
ity type (Laws & Kelly, 2005; Werner et al., 2015). Laws and Kelly (2005) stated that the behavioural
intentions of girls towards physical disability were more positive, but there was no difference in the
intentions of boys and girls towards children with behavioural problems. Werner et al. (2015) found
that boys have more positive perceptions of a physically disabled child than girls. Thus, research
findings reflect inconsistencies with regard to the gender variable.

In the study, no difference was found in behavioural intentions and beliefs in terms of other vari-
ables (being in an inclusive environment, age and direct or indirect experiences of children with chil-
dren having disabilities). This study’s finding about the role of inclusive environments is consistent

Table 6. Kruskal–Wallis H test results according to child’s indirect experience with disability.

Indirect experiences N Mean rank H sd p

PCS Physical TV and book 23 57,35 2.197 3 .532
A stranger with disability 27 70,00
Meeting with a friend 27 71,19
Never discussion 53 63,85
Total 130

PCS Intellectual TV and book 23 54,65 4.122 3 .249
A stranger with disability 27 67,26
Meeting with a friend 27 75,89
Never discussion 53 64,02
Total 130

BIS Physical TV and book 23 69,54 1.468 3 .690
A stranger with disability 27 58,30
Meeting with a friend 27 65,31
Never discussion 53 67,51
Total 130

BIS Intellectual TV and book 23 69,07 1.319 3 .725
A stranger with disability 27 58,69
Meeting with a friend 27 64,87
Never discussion 53 67,75
Total 130
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with Van Hooser’s (2009) findings. The reason why there was no difference between the two groups
in this study may be that each of the behavioural intentions and perceptions were examined separ-
ately, as in Van Hooser’s (2009) study. Previous studies (Diamond & Carpenter, 2000; Favazza, Phillip-
sen, & Kumar, 2000; Nikolaraizi et al., 2005) have not considered attitudes and behavioural intentions
separately.

Using the ASK-R scale, Yıldırım Hacıibrahimoğlu and Ustaoğlu (2020) found that being in an
inclusive or non-inclusive classroom did not create a significant difference in kindergarten children’s
acceptance of peers with disability. The finding regarding the age variable is supported by Nowicki’s
(2006) study, which also included kindergarten children. In Nowicki’s study, the variable of being in
kindergarten and upper grade did not have a significant effect on behavioural intentions towards
individuals with a disability. Further, children attending kindergarten scored lower than other
groups in attitudes towards intellectual disability. Werner et al. (2015) did not find any behavioural
difference in the peer attitudes of 4-, 5- and 6-year-old children towards the three target child groups
with a physical disability, hearing impairment and no disability. They stated that in terms of the cog-
nitive dimension, the 4-year-old age group had a negative cognitive attitude compared to other age
groups.

Another finding of this study is that the participants with direct or indirect experience with dis-
ability showed no significant difference in their perceptions of and behavioural intentions towards
disability groups. Magiati et al. (2002), who used the scale and interview method, did not find a sig-
nificant difference in the understanding of disability among young children in terms of gender, age
and direct and indirect experience of disabilities. The present study’s result of no difference in the
variable of having direct or indirect experience may be due to the type of disability or because of
participants not having a qualified interaction with a disabled person. Thus, the frequency and inten-
sity of direct or indirect experiences may have an impact. Favazza et al. (2000), who examined the
effect of the ‘Special Friends’ intervention programme on peer acceptance, have mentioned the vari-
able of having direct or indirect experiences with disabled individuals. Different findings were
obtained regarding these variables in the play and story groups after the intervention programme.
The acceptance level of the children who had direct contact with a disabled person in the play group
increased after the programme, but there was no significant difference between them and the chil-
dren who had indirect contact in the story group. While an increase in acceptance levels was
expected in the group with direct experience after the intervention programme, the scores of
both groups were found to be similar. This was explained by the fact that although the children
in the story group had indirect experience, this group received stronger intervention than the
play group, which was 3 days a week at school and 1 d at home, including family members. This
finding shows us the effect of frequency and intensity on experience with disability, whether
direct or indirect. In some studies that dealt with the type of disability (Georgiadi et al., 2012;
Manetti, Schneider, & Siperstein, 2001), previous experience with an individual with an intellectual
disability did not have any significant effect on children’s attitudes or choice of adjectives.

An important purpose of inclusive education is to support the social skills of children with special
needs by facilitating their interactions with their peers increasing the overall level of peer acceptance
towards children with special needs (Cook, Richardson-Gibbs, & Dotson, 2018; Love & Horn, 2019). In
the longitudinal study conducted by Bakkaloğlu, Özbek, and Sucuoğlu (2020), the social acceptance
levels of kindergarten children with and without disabilities were discussed. In the study, children
with disabilities demonstrated significantly lower levels of social acceptance compared to those
without disabilities in the evaluations made at the beginning and end of the academic year. Thus,
the difference in social acceptance levels between children with and without disabilities remained
constant at the beginning and the end of their academic year at kindergarten. The researchers
have stated that there are problems with incorporating inclusive education for children with disabil-
ities and that effective studies have not been conducted in terms of establishing inclusive environ-
ments to increase the social acceptance levels of children with disabilities. An evaluation of inclusive
education in Turkey in terms of pre-school education environments unearths another study, which
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demonstrates that pre-school teachers do not have enough knowledge and resources to facilitate
the interactions of children with and without disabilities and to involve children with disabilities
in activities with their peers (Sucuoğlu, Bakkaloğlu, İşcen-Karasu, Demir, & Akalın, 2014). Therefore,
these findings establish the pivotal role of pre-school teachers in the achievement of the desired
goals of inclusive education in Turkey. It is predicted that the arrangements made by pre-school tea-
chers to increase peer acceptance and peer interaction in activities and practices to be carried out in
kindergarten schools will lead to positive changes in children’s perceptions of and intentions
towards their peers with disabilities.

Limitations and implications for future research

First, this study used convenience sampling and not random sampling. In future studies, compari-
sons can be made by working with children from different schools or from varied backgrounds.
Different findings can be detected with larger and more representative samples. Second, the
language used for the target child in practice was different from standard descriptions. In general,
the description of children with physical and intellectual disabilities contains more negative state-
ments than those of children without disability. This may have affected the views of the participants.
Further, the data collection tools used in the study are scales based on participants’ self-report. Pic-
tures and descriptions of target children were used in this study. Additionally, that the study group
comprised young children could be a limitation. To eliminate these limitations, qualitative data col-
lection methods such as video recordings and observation can be used to diversify data collection
methods and obtain in-depth information. Behavioural intentions and perceptions of children
regarding different disability groups can be examined through observation in the classroom environ-
ment. Therefore, children’s interactions and acceptance levels towards their disabled peers in games
or other routines will be reflected concretely. Furthermore, comparisons can be made by including
families and teachers in this process.

That there is no difference between the children participating in this study regarding the variables
can be discussed with regard to their families and teachers. The frequency and nature of the experi-
ences offered to children were not addressed in this study. Future research can be planned on the
direct or indirect experiences of families and teachers with regard to disability. Intervention pro-
grammes designed with mixed methods can be effective especially in this regard. By evaluating
the behavioural intentions and perceptions of children before and after the intervention pro-
gramme, important information such as which experience is more effective in this process and
the effect of the home environment can be obtained. Furthermore, when considered in terms of
inclusive and non-inclusive environments, the teacher is a key person because they are a crucial
element for successful inclusion (Bakkaloğlu et al., 2020; Frauzer-Cross, Traub, Hutter-Pishgahi, &
Shelton, 2004; Odom et al., 2004). Teachers play a role in promoting children’s understanding of dis-
ability and acceptance of disabled peers, with or without an inclusive environment.

Children in this age group are in the preoperational stage according to Piaget’s cognitive theory.
Logical thinking on abstract concepts such as intention and truth has not developed. Considering
that children in this period understand developmentally concrete situations more easily, it may
be more difficult for them to understand intellectual disability (Diamond & Kensinger, 2002;
Werner et al., 2015). Further, considering the continuous development during early childhood, a
follow-up study can be done regarding the findings obtained. Thus, it can be examined whether
there is a change in children’s behavioural intentions and perceptions with development.

Conclusion

The study investigated behavioural intentions towards and perceptions on children with a physical
disability, an intellectual disability and no disability. This study provides important information in
terms of both separating behavioural intentions and perceptions of different types of disability in
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early childhood and examining them in a different culture. Although no difference was found in the
study in terms of variables, it contributes to the literature by examining behavioural intentions and
perceptions in terms of different variables. The study revealed that children’s behavioural intentions
and perceptions towards their peers without disabilities are more positive and at a higher level than
that of their peers with physical and intellectual disabilities. Furthermore, children’s behavioural
intentions towards and perceptions of children with a physical disability were higher than those
for children with an intellectual disability. These findings show that in early childhood education,
rather than just placing peers with disabilities in classroom environments, it is necessary to
promote quality interactions. In inclusive classrooms, teachers have important duties. Teachers
should create opportunities for children to develop their awareness of disability and to establish
friendships with their peers with disabilities both inside and outside the classroom. In this
process, they can support children along with their families to interact with peers with disabilities.
The experiences and interactions offered by teachers and families with regard to disability enable
preschool children to display positive attitudes towards their peers with disability. This reflects posi-
tively on children’s behaviour.
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