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Design, development and piloting of a handbook for ECEC staff and leaders on fostering inclusive
environments for children with intellectual disabilities through engaging and collaborating with
colleagues, children, parents and other community members (Result 3).

The Fostering a Culture of Inclusion Handbook encompasses the following modules:

Module | — Engaging children: Providing best strategies, approaches and activities for creating a culture of
inclusion in the ECEC classrooms and encouraging typically developing children in supporting the
participation of their peers with intellectual disabilities, help them feel safe and welcome to the setting,
develop a sense of belonging and reach their full potential.

Module Il — Engaging parents: Including approaches and strategies for connecting with and fully engaging
parents (of children with and without disabilities) in ensuring the successful inclusion of children with
intellectual disabilities.

Module 1l — Engaging staff: Including approaches and strategies for encouraging open debate and
discussion within the workplace and enabling learning environments in which the ECEC staff will feel free
to express questions and request help in order to solve challenges and share experiences and skills in
relation to working with children with intellectual disabilities.

Module IV — Engaging the community: Providing strategies and approaches for coordinating information,
resources, and services from community-based organizations, businesses, cultural and civic organizations,
social service agencies, faith-based organizations, colleges and universities, and other community groups
that can support the ECEC inclusion of children with intellectual disabilities.

The development of the concept and content of the handbook drew on knowledge gained from the
development of the International Report - PR1 - Mapping The Terrain: Initial And Continuous Training
Opportunities For Early Childhood Education And Care Staff. The report shows that teachers of early
childhood care and education lack tools to implement inclusive education. The Inclusion Handbook meets
this need. The guiding idea behind its construction and editing was precisely to provide the means - the
tools - to realise the idea of inclusive education in the work of teachers. Common sense dictates that
proposed concepts, tools, forms should be applied and tested before they are disseminated. This verifies
not only the development methodology but also the implementation methodology. In short, the lessons
learnt from practice make it possible to evaluate the proposed scenarios, modify them, assess the
pragmatic function of the proposed text, make changes or add details in the area of text drafting and
editing. This is what the pilots were used for. Pilots also made it possible to assess the attitudes of teachers
and other adults towards inclusive education.
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Good practices described in the Handbook were piloted by five project partners in Belgium, Cyprus,
Greece, North Macedonia and Poland, in cities, towns and villages, and both public and private early-
education settings. Some of the techniques were tested twice in two different national contexts. Two
techniques were tested three times, in Poland, North Macedonia and Cyprus. Two techniques were
implemented twice: in Poland and Cyprus and in Greece and Poland. Classes using and, at the same time,
testing techniques from the Handbook have been conducted in a number of educational institutions.

The pilots were organised and conducted according to the following principle. Each partner chose one
technique from each module. The choice within a module was free, only one practice from each module
was necessary. Each partner therefore completed at least four pilot classes. It was, of course, important
that the activities were aimed at the target group clearly defined in the module. This is how the activities
were carried out. After all, it is obvious that the tool or, in other words, the technique or, the scenario of
the activities, depends on the target group of the activities. In total, all partners organised workshops in
33 preschool settings (20 planned) to test the techniques described in the Handbook. The workshops
mainly involved staff from kindergartens, schools or other educational institutions. They also reached a
group of parents and people from the social environment of educational institutions.

The workshop showed a great interest of the participants in the issues of inclusive education and the
related measures. It revealed pro-inclusive attitudes and was lively with the great involvement of those
who took part in the workshop. There were many questions and suggestions for change or improvement.
Many of them concerned, very valuable adaptations of the techniques to the conditions of a particular
kindergarten, group or even child. It can be said that the proposed scenarios aroused a lot of interest.
Educational practitioners saw the usefulness and great potential in the presented approaches. Many
methods were used in the implementation of the workshop, among them group work methods. It is
significant that the groups worked effectively, the conclusion to be drawn from this is that cooperation is
a natural form of action for these teachers. And cooperation is an important factor in the implementation
of inclusive education. The activities provided, on the one hand, knowledge about the Handbook relevant
to its creators and, on the other hand, allowed for creative discussions about inclusion. This not only
increased the participants' pedagogical and didactic self-awareness, but also helped to strengthen pro-
inclusion attitudes.

The pilots were useful for all parties. They provided participants with knowledge, inspiration and
prerequisites for further professional development (continuous development of knowledge and skills is
essential for anyone working in the field of education). They gave the trainers an insight into the values
of the proposed techniques as well as the needs of the target group. All this took place in the context of
the practice of implementing inclusive education. It was this context that was dominant. It allowed for
efficient and factual communication. There is one more thing to be said here, but one that is often
forgotten. Education is realised through everyday actions. This was known and shared by the workshop
participants and facilitators.
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PILOTED BY - EASPD, Belgium
WHERE - 3 pre-schools in Brussels

e BEPS International School

® Lycée Francais Jean Monnet

®  British Junior Academy

DESCRIPTION - DETAILS OF THE PILOT ACTIVITIES

The involved staff included 12 staff members from 3 schools in Brussels and 3 inclusion coaches working
with different schools in Flanders. The following people took part in the activities:

® The Head of Early Years and Lower Primary School, 3 teachers working with children with special
needs part of the school’s learning support team at BEPS International School in Brussels. The
session was also joined by an Inclusion Coach from Ghent, Belgium.

e The headmaster, the ‘directeur cycle 1 et CP’, and a nurse at the lycée francais. The session was
also joined by 2 Inclusion coaches from Flanders region of Belgium.

e Five staff members (educators, assistants) from the British Junior Academy of Brussels

The workshop had a certain steady rhythm. Information about the project and its objectives was followed
by a presentation of a practice selected from the Handbook. This was followed by discussions,
brainstorming focusing on the applicability of the proposed scenarios to the conditions around us, hic et
nunc, here and now. Thanks to the activity of the participants, it was possible to extrapolate the activities
to new regions, new environments, new situations. This developed the ideas taken from the Handbook.
The practices described gained new colours. For Module |, the issue of stereotypes and measures to
overcome them were developed. Module I, activities focused on the issue of creating an intimate and
safe space for parents to exchange personal experiences. Tackling the difficult topics of anxiety, loneliness
and burnout in these settings. Module lll, the idea of a group around the child was developed in the very
concrete conditions of individual educational institutions or groups. Module IV, a humber of creative
activities were developed to raise awareness of autism among children and adults, and means to reach
out to public administration, the wider social environment.

RESULTS — EVALUATION FINDINGS
Feedback from ECEC staff/institution leaders

The techniques or lesson plans presented were of interest to the participants. They were clearly
presented, had the value of novelty, and revealed new possibilities for action in the field of inclusive
education. The techniques presented were immediately tried on to the specific conditions of educational
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institutions. The willingness to adapt and put into practice the proposals presented was evident. There
were also comments enriching the techniques, referring to other sources or materials to improve and
optimise the techniques. This shows the participants' interest and willingness to use the proposal, but
after adapting it to the specific conditions. This approach is characteristic of educational practitioners, not
academic theorists. The techniques from the Handbook and the workshops were creative, generating
development of the scenarios but also of the people involved. The educators enriched the suggestions
from the Handbook, which in turn enriched their workshop.

PILOTED BY — Emphasys Centre, Cyprus

WHERE — 4 kindergartens/nurseries in Cyprus
e Public Kindergarten of Athienou, Larnaca
e The Giving Tree, Nicosia
e The Child’s Workshop, Nicosia

e The happy world of children, Larnaca

DESCRIPTION - DETAILS OF THE PILOT ACTIVITIES

Emphasys Centre organised a series of piloting workshops for the inclusion handbook into 4
kindergartens/nurseries in Cyprus From June until August 2023.

Emphasys Centre contacted kindergartens with different backgrounds to pilot the handbook in order to
give concrete feedback on the handbook and also to successfully test the handbook. The first kindergarten
is a public school where the school curriculum is based on the Ministry of Education and Culture
instructions. The second and the third kindergartens are private nurseries where they use different
approaches such as Reggio Emilio and Montessori. The fourth kindergarten is a private nursery school
where they have developed their own approach based on the Ministry of Education and Culture
curriculum but with modern pedagogical approaches.

A short presentation of the project was presented to all kindergartens/nurseries and an invitation to
follow the project for more information and to get involved in the next tasks of the project. All the modules
of the handbook were successfully tested in the pre-schools and they invited Emphasys Centre to follow-
up workshops and activities regarding this topic.

RESULTS — EVALUATION FINDINGS

Feedback from ECEC staff/institution leaders
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Based on the evaluation of the handbook, we have received overall positive feedback from the involved
ECEC staff. They shared their own practices they used in their school for the social inclusion process of
children with intellectual disabilities, they really liked the EMBRACE practices collected in the handbook
and also they expressed willingness to apply these good practices in their pre-schools.

All the kindergartens/nurseries totally agreed and highlighted with the structure of the handbook and the
development of the modules that for the success of social inclusion of children in each partner country
we should engage children, community, professionals, and the parents. The contribution of all these
target groups is more than important and they mentioned that through the EMBRACE project and the
impact of the results, we will achieve that. Lastly, all the ECEC staff found interesting the differences
between the partner countries of the EMBRACE project.

PILOTED BY - Regional Directorate of Primary and Secondary Education Attica and KMOP, Greece
WHERE - Antonis Tritsis’ Auditorium, Athens.

We had representatives from 17 kindergardens: 16 public kindergartens (6™ Kindergarten of South lonia,
114%™ Kindergarten of Athens, 23" kindergarten of Athens, 39" Kindergarten of Peristeri, 5" Kindergarten
of Athens, 2" Kindergarten of Argiroupoli, 9™ Kindergarten of Nea Smirni, 88" Kindergarten of Athens,
20" Kindergarten of Athens, 65" Kindergarten of Athens, 142" Kindergarten of Athens, 19" Kindergarten
of South lonia, 2" Kindergarten of Nea Smirni, 2"¢ Kindergarten of Aigaleo, 24" Kindergarten of Aigaleo
and the 4™ Kindergarten of Mandra) and 1 private kindergarten (Styliani Liodaki). Also 2 education
stakeholders from the Ministry of Education (DIPE G Athens, 1% Central Board of Health in Athens)
attended the event.

DESCRIPTION - DETAILS OF THE PILOT ACTIVITIES

Representatives from kindergartens in Athens were invited in a workshop, during which we implemented
the good practices with the professionals. The professionals had the opportunity to experience the good
practices as participants, compare them with activities they implement every day in the kindergartens
with the children and then, they were asked to implement the activities with the children in the school
environment and share the response the children had to them.

Some of the participants asked to have access to the draft version of the Handbook with the rest of the
activities. They reviewed it and provided some additional feedback to the Handbook’s content.

RESULTS — EVALUATION FINDINGS
Feedback from ECEC staff/institution leaders

The evaluation of the Handbook content has received overwhelmingly positive feedback from
professionals who reviewed it. The content was carefully examined by the ECEC professionals, and their
assessment affirms the value and relevance of the presented practices.

The European Commission's support for the production of this publication does not constitute an endorsement of
the contents, which reflect the views only of the authors, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any
use which may be made of the information contained therein. PROJECT N°: 2021-1-PLO1-KA220-SCH-000034413

Co-funded by
the European Union




EMBRACE

The professionals who evaluated the Handbook acknowledged that the majority of the good practices
presented are already being employed by experienced ECEC professionals working with children with
intellectual disabilities. This recognition emphasises the alighment between the Handbook's content and
the established practices within the field. It further validates the comprehensive nature of the Handbook,
which covers a wide range of strategies and approaches that are proven to be effective in promoting
inclusion and supporting the diverse needs of children with intellectual disabilities.

The positive feedback from the professionals not only affirms the quality of the Handbook's content but
also underscores its practicality and applicability within real-world ECEC settings. The inclusion of these
tried-and-tested practices serves as a valuable resource for ECEC professionals, providing them with
additional tools and insights to enhance their existing knowledge and expertise in supporting children
with intellectual disabilities.

The only recommendations or suggestions for adaptation were for the “My forest” and “My fairytale”
good practices. These can be more challenging to implement with the heavy ECEC curriculum and
additionally it can be hard to arrange all the meetings with the parents/guardians in the school year,
especially if the size of the classroom is big.

Overall, the evaluation of the Handbook content by the ECEC professionals reflects a strong endorsement
of its quality and usefulness. The inclusion of well-established practices, along with the comprehensive
nature of the content, ensures that the Handbook serves as a valuable guide for ECEC professionals
seeking to create inclusive and supportive environments for children with intellectual disabilities.

PILOTED BY KMOP Skopje, North Macedonia
WHERE 5 kindergartens in North Macedonia

KMOP Skopje implemented the pilots that involved ECEC staff, children with and without disabilities and
their parents, and the local community in 5 institutions in North Macedonia From 23rd to 30th June 2023.

e Public municipal institution for children — Kindergarten 'Nasha idnina’, Prilep

e Public municipal institution for children — Kindergarten ‘Femo Kulakov’, Negotino
e Public municipal institution for children — Kindergarten ‘Goce DelcheV’, Vinica

e Public municipal institution for children — Kindergarten ‘Kalinka’, Valandovo

e Public municipal institution for children — Kindergarten ‘Detska radost’, Gevgelija
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DESCRIPTION - DETAILS OF THE PILOT ACTIVITIES

In the preparation phase of implementing the activity, the team of KMOP Skopje, in collaboration with
those institutions, developed a document with established good practices from the EMBRACE Handbook
that are the most relevant for the professionals in North Macedonia, considering the systems of early
childhood development and education of children with disabilities as well as held several meetings with
the ECEC staff from the institution. The discussion also involved a detailed analysis of the selected good
practice and assessment of adjustments while implementing if needed.

The ECEC staff have shown a high level of interest and initiative to further develop their knowledge and
skills from the pilots and to put them into practice by implementing the activity. They expressed openness
and willingness to continue disseminating the project results and to engage other parents, children,
colleagues, and the local community.

RESULTS — EVALUATION FINDINGS
Feedback from ECEC staff/institution leaders
A colourful flower field

The facilitators expressed high satisfaction and involvement in the implementation process. They reported
that the activity supported their professional development by equipping them with innovative approaches
and techniques to promote social inclusion in the kindergarten. Furthermore, the ECEC staff had an
opportunity to empower their capacities to work with the target group and further develop their skills
while promoting a socially inclusive learning environment.

In conclusion, the activity improved the interaction between the children in the group and supported the
process of social inclusion, mutual understanding, and empathy. Moreover, the ECEC staff reported that
this activity impacts children's socio-emotional development and their skills by using creativity.

Children’s book ‘lvan and llina

According to the feedback from the kindergarten teachers and the facilitators, the children’s book ‘Ivan
and llina’ is beneficial for children with typical development and their parents to encourage them to be
open, sensitive, accepting, and supportive of children with Down Syndrome and other disabilities.

Handbook on inclusive practices in early childhood

The activity was implemented in 3 institutions in North Macedonia and aimed to increase the awareness
of the parents and the broader community in the city of Valandovo, Gevgelija, and Negotino of the social
inclusion of children with intellectual disabilities.

World Autism Awareness Day

Even though the activity was not implemented on World Autism Day, the activity has a broader positive
impact on the community in terms of raising awareness for the social inclusion of children with autism
and creating a more resilient and inclusive community.
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PILOTED BY Bielskie Stowarzyszenie Artystyczne Teatr Grodzki, Poland
WHERE 4 kindergartens in Poland
e Public Kindergarten in Dobra (village in Malopolska Province)
e Non-public Kindergarten “Zrédetko” in Gruszowiec (village in Malopolska Province)
e Community Kindergarten in Jurkéw (village in Malopolska Province)
e Public Kindergarten No. 1 in Swierklany (village in Silesia Province)
DESCRIPTION - DETAILS OF THE PILOT ACTIVITIES

The pilots involved: 18 children aged 4 to 6 years, including one child with an intellectual disability, and
24 adults. The pilot activities were preceded by a meeting of the trainer/researcher from Teatr Grodzki
with the head-teacher of the kindergarten. All workshops were preceded by discussions and pre-
arrangements. A detailed discussion on the planned activities was held. In result, it was decided that the
content and structure of the classes will be kept according to the original description of good practices.
The pilots were conducted using a variety of methods. They were determined by the topic of the good
practice, the target group and the decision, obvious in didactics, to alternate individual work methods
with group work methods. Various aids, audiovisual materials, films, art materials, Internet resources
were used to quickly obtain the necessary information or to point to data sources.

Practices were implemented step by step, with no changes to the proposed structure. This allowed for a
simple and ongoing confrontation of the group's work, its dynamics and emerging difficulties with the
proposals envisaged in the technique described in the Handbook. This provided data not only on the
merits of the proposed tools, but also on the value of their structuring.

RESULTS — EVALUATION FINDINGS
Feedback from ECEC staff/institution leaders

Three out of four implemented techniques did not require any significant changes. In one case, Module I
- Your own forest, it was necessary to change from individual to group work and to change the subject,
not to create a picture of one's own child, but a picture of a child attending a kindergarten familiar to all
teachers.

There was a lot of interest in the proposed activities. All participants were involved in the workshop. This
was evident when discussing the technique, when carrying out the tasks and when evaluating the
usefulness of the proposals in the work of the kindergarten. Of particular importance here was the
incorporation of the technique into the pedagogical practice of one's own kindergarten, in one's own
work, in working with this particular child. In short, modifications and improvements of the technique
were made to adapt it to the needs, possibilities and conditions of the kindergarten. In doing so, the
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axiological and pragmatic face of good practice was maintained. The idea behind the questions and
statements was the will to create optimal conditions for the development of each child.

The workshop revealed the pro-inclusive attitudes of the participants. Among the many questions posed,
there was no question of whether inclusive education should be used, but there were a great many
qguestions of how to use it, what tools are useful here, and how to optimise the proposed scenarios of
activities to be effective in 'my' kindergarten in implementing inclusion.

The idea of celebrating Autism Day received widespread applause. Overcoming barriers and helping
children with special educational needs, including intellectual disabilities, was a matter of course for the
educational staff participating in the workshop. It was important to state that the workshop not only
enriched the set of pedagogical resources but also broadened the pedagogical horizons of the
participants. In short, the presented good practices were considered clear, well described, easy to
understand, inspiring and useful.

The workshop itself and the way it was conducted as well as the professional competence of the workshop
leaders were evaluated positively and highly.

Good practices described in the Handbook were piloted in 33 nurseries and kindergartens by five project
partners in Belgium, Cyprus, Greece, Macedonia and Poland, in cities, towns and villages, and both public
and private early-education settings. Some of the techniques were tested twice in two different national
contexts. Two techniques were tested three times, in Poland, North Macedonia and Cyprus. Classes using
and, at the same time, testing techniques from the Handbook have been conducted in a number of
educational institutions

Most of the lesson plans or activities presented in the Handbook can be adapted to local or national
requirements. The sessions and activities involved children with disabilities and a typical range of devel-
opment, as well as kindergarten teachers, parents/guardians and community members. The feedback
from the pilots was very positive and showed a lot of appreciation for our Handbook and the EMBRACE
project.

The handbook presents a range of activities and techniques, including complex and elaborate practices,
as well as simple, low-cost but effective actions that nurseries and pre-schools can take to increase alumni,
parent and community involvement in supporting children in need. It can be helpful for teachers, parents
and community members.
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