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~> Although the enrolment rate in the first cycle of infant education has
reached its highest level, there is still a lack of studies related to edu-
cational inclusion. This is the starting point for the present research,
whose main objective is to design an inclusive proposal for an improve-
ment plan in three early childhood education centres in the city of Va-
lencia, Spain. These centres are distinguished by their commitment to
Montessori pedagogy due to the importance it places on the child as
the centre of education, offering an environment that encourages chil-
dren to develop, satisfy their needs and learn at their own pace. The
present research is an exploratory study framed within the interpretative
paradigm, whose design is non-experimental, transactional and correla-
tional-causal. The methodology used is mixed, as both quantitative and
qualitative data collection instruments are used jointly with the aim of
gathering the opinions of different members of the school community
and understanding the underlying motives and internal reasons behind
their responses. The results highlight key areas for improvement: open-
ing the school to the community, the relationship between families and
the school, teacher training in inclusive education, carrying out activi-
ties that promote diversity, communication in Montessori classrooms,
and the successful integration of new teachers into the school. Moreover,
Montessori classrooms are identified as a facilitator of inclusive practic-
es. The conclusions derived from the research can help the development
of actions in education centres to improve their levels of inclusion.
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Inkluzija in razred montessori: predlog za izboljsanje v
centrih za predsolsko vzgojo in izobrazevanje

RAQUEL ANDRES-MARTINEZ, MARGARITA CANADAS-PEREZ, ROMULO .
GONZALEZ-GARCIA IN LAURA DOMINGO-PENAFIEL

~> Ceprav je stopnja vpisa v prvi cikel predsolske vzgoje in izobrazevanja
dosegla najvisjo raven, Se vedno primanjkuje $tudij na podro¢ju inklu-
zije v izobrazevanju. To je izhodisce za to raziskavo, katere glavni cilj
je oblikovanje inkluzivnega predloga za nacrt izboljsav v treh centrih
za predsolsko vzgojo in izobraZevanje v Valencii v Spaniji. Ti centri se
odlikujejo po zavezanosti pedagogiki montessori, saj ta otroku pripisu-
je osrednjo vlogo v vzgoji in izobrazevanju ter ponuja okolje, ki otroke
spodbuja k razvoju, zadovoljevanju njihovih potreb in k ucenju v la-
stnem tempu. Ta raziskava je raziskovalna $tudija v okviru interpretativ-
ne paradigme, katere zasnova je neeksperimentalna, transakcijska in ko-
relacijsko-vzro¢na. Metodologija, ki smo jo uporabili, je mesana, saj se
skupaj uporabljajo kvantitativni in kvalitativni instrumenti za zbiranje
podatkov z namenom zbrati mnenja razli¢nih ¢lanov Solske skupnosti
ter razumeti temeljne motive in notranje razloge za njihove odgovore.
Izsledki poudarjajo klju¢na podrocja za izboljSanje: odprtje Sole za lo-
kalno skupnost, odnos med druzinami in $olo, usposabljanje uciteljev
na podrodju inkluzivne vzgoje in izobrazevanja, izvajanje dejavnosti, ki
spodbujajo raznolikost, komunikacija v razredih montessori ter uspesna
vkljucitev novih uditeljev v $olo. Poleg tega so razredi montessori opre-
deljeni kot dejavnik, ki olaj$uje inkluzivne prakse. Zakljucki, pridobljeni
na podlagi raziskave, lahko pripomorejo k oblikovanju ukrepov v izo-
brazevalnih centrih za izbolj$anje njihove stopnje inkluzije.

Kljucne besede: predsolska vzgoja in izobrazevanje, inkluzija v
izobrazevanju, razredi montessori, predlogi za izbolj$anje
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Introduction

The society in which we live is always on the move. This gives rise to
continuous cultural, moral, technological, family and social changes, influ-
encing an educational reality that is increasingly heterogeneous, diverse and
complex to address. Grande and Gonzalez (2015) explain that the diversity of
students in the classroom is a complicated reality that needs to be addressed
from the perspective of inclusive, preventive education that optimises capaci-
ties and compensates for situations of inequality. This becomes even more im-
portant at the infant education stage, as this stage caters for children from zero
to six years of age, who are in full developmental expansion. Moreover, it is a
pre-compulsory stage, with students entering at different ages, and with very
different histories and past experiences.

Although educational inclusion has evolved significantly, there is still a
long way to go to the creation of a truly inclusive culture that transcends the
educational sphere, especially in the first cycle of early childhood education
(Reyes-Parra et al., 2020). In order to improve the level of inclusion in three
early childhood education centres in the city of Valencia, the present research
has the following research goals. Firstly, it aims to record and analyse the opin-
ions of school community members about the inclusive cultures, policies and
practices of their education centre. This is achieved using the Spanish version of
the Index for Inclusion in Early Childhood Education designed by Booth et al.
(2007), adapted for the early childhood education stage. Secondly, the research
aims to identify and describe the main barriers to inclusion detected in each of
the centres studied. Thirdly, it attempts to determine whether the Montessori
classrooms of these centres are inclusive. Although there are numerous inves-
tigations that endorse the benefits of Montessori pedagogy, there are no stud-
ies focusing on the inclusivity of Montessori practices (Andrés-Martinez et al.,
2022). Fourthly, the present study analyses whether certain aspects of the partic-
ipants’ identification data can influence the development of inclusive practices
in the centres. The purpose of all of these research goals is to enable the creation
of an individualised proposal for an improvement plan for each centre.

The Importance of Inclusive Early Childhood Education

At birth, human beings have to learn almost everything, as they have
dispositions to adapt to the world but do not yet possess elaborated behav-
iours. Through relationships with adults over the long period of childhood,
children adapt to the environment and become autonomous individuals with
certain capacities, beliefs, habits and feelings. During early childhood, all of
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the foundations for later learning are laid, knowledge and intelligence are built,
and the learning and development of the social, emotional, cognitive, sensory-
perceptual and motor skills that will be the basis for a lifetime take place. Early
childhood is therefore an essential stage for the future development of human
beings (Fernandez, 2014).

For all of this to be possible, it is necessary to provide quality, equitable
and inclusive early childhood education. Equity is understood as equal oppor-
tunities for the full development of the individual through education, without
economic, demographic, geographic, ethnic or gender conditions being a bar-
rier to learning. Bearing in mind that each student has different abilities, inter-
ests, rhythms and learning styles - in short, different needs - their educational
process will be unique and unrepeatable. This implies that education should
take into account individual differences and needs. Therefore, when we refer to
the term “educational inclusion’, this does not only apply to students with im-
pairments or special educational needs, but, as explained by Booth et al. (2007),
it concerns improving the participation of all children and adults involved in
education centres.

Inclusive Schools: Barriers and Facilitators

The growing multiculturalism in schools has posed various challenges
for teachers and students, with many policies and strategies focusing on equal-
ity in the education system and promoting inclusion and respect for all people
(Mlinar & Pecek, 2024). Achieving inclusive schools involves a constant search
for improvements and innovations, “in order to meet the diversity of needs
of all students, both those with special learning difficulties and those with
greater ability and motivation to learn” (Ley orgdnica 3/2020, 2020, p. 122882).
This involves striving for the presence, participation and success of all students.
Moreover, it requires the detection and elimination of barriers to inclusion,
understood as the beliefs and attitudes held by certain members of the edu-
cational community in relation to inclusion, which are embodied in cultures,
policies and practices that lead to exclusion and school failure. Finally, it entails
the identification of facilitators or factors that condition the implementation
of good practices in order to address the diversity present in education centres
(Covarrubias, 2019).

Barriers can be organised into two groups: those of the school and those
of the classroom. School barriers include poor relations between classmates;
the lack of shared spaces and times for planning better ways of dealing with
diversity; and the lack of cooperation between disciplines and between profes-
sionals. Among classroom barriers are the lack of teacher training, resulting in
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poor teaching-learning strategies and a focus on the shortcomings of students
with difficulties rather than their potential; the lack of student motivation; and
the lack of family participation (De la Iglesia et al., 2013; Polo & Aparicio, 2018;
Gonzalez Gil et al., 2019; Giné et al., 2020; Save the Children, 2019; Kurowski et
al,, 2022). Facilitators can also be organised into those related to the school and
those pertaining to the classroom. The main school facilitators are companion-
ship; the support of specialists outside the school; and the attitude of the educa-
tional community with regard to the constant search for better ways to respond
to diversity. The main classroom facilitator is teacher training, which translates
into various methodological strategies such as heterogeneous groupings, teach-
ing strategies based on Universal Design for Learning and cooperative actions,
and a positive view of diversity (Molina & Holland, 2010; Gonzalez-Gil et al.,
2019; Bani & Lach, 2024).

The Montessori Classroom as a Facilitator of Inclusive Practices in

Early Childhood Education

Maria Montessori was one of the first research-based special educators.
She had a very clear vision of equity and opportunity for students with special
educational needs, a vision that is reflected in her pedagogy, which is as ap-
plicable today as it was in 1900 (McKenzie & Zascavage, 2012). This vision is
revealed in the work that students do in Montessori classrooms, especially in
the early childhood education stage (0-3 years). The basis of the Montessori
philosophy is to “follow the child” and individualise the curriculum to meet
their needs (Danner & Fowler, 2015). This encourages education that takes into
account individual differences, thus providing an educational environment that
is particularly conducive to inclusive education.

Montessori pedagogy argues that the three fundamental pillars of edu-
cation are the child, the adult and the prepared environment. It considers that
the child should be the centre of learning, which requires a deep understanding
of children that can only be achieved if we allow them to follow their inter-
ests freely (Nehring, 2014; Lillard, 2017). To this end, the prepared environ-
ment, which is “designed to attend to children of different ages” (Macia-Gual &
Domingo-Pefafiel, 2023), must be able to respond to the physical, intellectual,
social, emotional and spiritual needs of the children. Due to the characteristics
of its materials, this environment provides an opportunity for students to learn
and express themselves in their own way, as advocated by Universal Design for
Learning (Danner & Fowler, 2015). Adults are the most important people in
children’s lives, as they are the intermediaries between the child and the envi-
ronment. They are the ones who must prepare the environment so that children
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can develop all of the potential they bring with them from birth, respecting
“the internal rhythm of the child’s soul, the sensitive periods, and their deci-
sion about what to do at any given moment” (Montessori, 2013). Finally, other
principles fostered in Montessori classrooms, such as cooperative work, mutual
support and tailoring learning environments to suit the learner, are just some
of the factors that make Montessori pedagogy a facilitator of inclusive practices
(Curatola, 2016).

Method

The present research is an exploratory study that “serves to prepare the
ground” (Batthyany & Cabrera, 2011, p. 33) for subsequent research, which in
this case will focus on implementing the improvement plan proposals created
and assessing whether they reduce the detected barriers to inclusion. The study
is framed in an interpretative paradigm, while the design used to obtain data is
non-experimental, cross-sectional and correlational-causal. The methodology
is mixed, using both quantitative and qualitative data collection instruments,
with the aim of understanding the underlying motives and internal reasons that
have motivated the responses towards inclusion of the different members of
the educational community (Herndndez Sampieri et al., 2014). In other words,
the qualitative responses will be used to seek explanations for the quantitative

responses.

Participants

The participating centres were chosen on the basis of four criteria: they
teach the educational stage of the first cycle of early childhood education (0-3
years); they are located in the city of Valencia; they have a Montessori class-
room for the infant community that meets the design standards established by
the International Montessori Association; and they are centres authorised by
the Regional Ministry of Education, Culture and Sport. Only three centres met
all of these inclusion criteria: Centre 1, located in the district of Benimaclet, has
six classrooms plus a Montessori classroom that was created in 2017; Centre 2,
located in the district of Campanar, has seven classrooms plus a Montessori
classroom that was created in 2020; and Centre 3, in the district of Patraix, has
six classrooms plus a Montessori classroom that was created in 2014. The three
participating centres included a total of 144 families and 26 professionals. Of
these, 95 families (66%) participated in the study along with 17 professionals
(65.4%), while a total of 74 children were observed during work in the Montes-

sori classrooms.
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Instruments

The data were collected based on the specific objectives of the research,
using different quantitative and qualitative instruments to provide a more com-
prehensive understanding of the information obtained. In order to record and
analyse the opinions of members of the school community on the inclusive
cultures, policies and practices of their school, and to identify and describe
the main barriers to inclusion detected in each school, two questionnaires were
used: one for school professionals and one for families. These questionnaires
were developed ad hoc for the present research based on the Spanish version of
the Index for Inclusion in Early Childhood Education, designed by Booth et al.
(2007) but adapted for the purposes of this research. A table of priorities for
improvement from the Index was also used for school professionals.

Both questionnaires were composed of three blocks: personal data,
composed of a series of questions drawn from previous research (e.g., Barrio
de la Puente, 2009; Molina & Holland, 2010; Calvo, 2013; Polo & Aparicio, 2018;
Gonzélez Gil et al., 2019); a block of indicators to be answered on a Likert scale
from A to D (A -1 totally agree, B — I neither agree nor disagree, C - I disagree,
D - I need more information); and a section of two open questions. The indica-
tors part of the practitioners’ questionnaire is divided into three dimensions:
Dimension A - Creation of Inclusive Cultures; Dimension - Creation of Inclu-
sive Policies; and Dimension C - Development of Inclusive Practices. The titles
of Dimensions A and B, with their respective sections, are exactly the same
as those used in the Index for Inclusion for Early Childhood Education, but
the statements and questions that make up the sections of Dimension C were
adapted for the present research so that participants could give their opinions
about the inclusive practices carried out both in the school and in the Montes-
sori classroom. This mitigates researcher bias, as the Montessori classrooms
were observed only by the main researcher. The families” questionnaire is com-
posed of a single block of 43 questions, with those related to inclusive practices
in schools being duplicated. After being developed, the questionnaire was vali-
dated by two experts specialising in early childhood education, the Montessori
method and inclusion. Finally, statistical analysis of the data collected from the
questionnaires was performed using IBM SPSS Statistics, version 23 (released
in 2015). The data were processed via the graphical user interface and by run-
ning custom syntax scripts.

In order to record, summarise and justify the relationship between
Montessori classroom practices and certain inclusive principles, the researcher
used an observation diary over a period of three weeks. This was divided into
three sections representing the three schools in the sample. Each of the sections
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was divided into five categories representing what the principal researcher was
to observe and record in the diary each day. The categories were composed of
different indicators taken from Section C of the Index for Inclusion: Category
1 - Observing classroom organisation, materials and groups; Category 2 — Ob-
serving professional performances in the classroom; Category 3 — Observing
the activities carried out by the students; Category 4 — Observing student par-
ticipation and collaboration; and Category 5 — Observing autonomy, independ-
ence and equality.

In order to analyse the information gathered from the observations in
the Montessori classrooms, four of the steps proposed by Ballestin and Fab-
regues (2018) were followed. Step 1 - Transcribe the information. This was done
by creating three tables in which all of the collected information was recorded.
Step 2 - Preliminary reading of all of the material to explore the general mean-
ing of the data. On reviewing the information, any repeated information was
underlined and the number of times it appeared was counted. Connections
were also made between information that was repeated in the different centres.
Step 3 - Categorisation. Key patterns in the collected information were identi-
fied in order to classify and relate the data. Step 4 — Representation of the coded
information. In order to execute this step, a summary table was created that in-
cluded the topics observed on each of the five days, the propositions extracted
from the Index that warranted a response, and textual phrases extracted from
the diary related to each proposition and coinciding in the three classrooms.

We responded to the different propositions within the categories ex-
tracted from Section C (Inclusive Practices) of the Index for Inclusion, detailing
the reason for our responses. There were three types of responses: “yes” if the
recorded data showed that the statement was true; “no” if that indicator had not
been observed; and “information missing” in cases of doubt, i.e., the statement
may be true, but the recorded data did not enable 100% confirmation. Follow-
ing this analysis, the results obtained were represented in graphs.

Research Design

The research began in September 2020, but the first contact with the
schools was made one year later, between September and October 2021. After
contacting the schools via email, a face- to-face meeting was held with each of
the school principals to inform them of the objectives of the research. After in-
terest was shown in participating, the schools were given the relevant docu-
mentation, the participant information sheet and an informed consent form
to be completed and signed. It was agreed that the fieldwork would begin in
January 2022. On the agreed date, a meeting was held with the professionals
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from the education centres to explain the subject matter and the research pro-
cess, and to inform them of the procedure for delivering the questionnaires to
families. Due to restrictions imposed during the COVID-19 pandemic and the
preventive measures taken by the education centres, it was not possible to hold
a face-to-face meeting. It was therefore agreed to inform the management of the
education centres by email, with the classroom tutors being in charge of the de-
livery and collection of the relevant documentation. Once all of the completed
questionnaires had been collected, those that did not include informed consent
were excluded. The total participation rate of families was 66% (80.3% at Centre
1, 37.8% at Centre 2 and 75.8% at Centre 3), while the total participation rate
of school professionals was 65.4% (61.5% at Centre 1, 42.9% at Centre 2 and
100% at Centre 3). Observations by the researcher in the Montessori classrooms
were carried out in Centre 1 from 31 January to 4 February 2022; in Centre 2
from 7 to 11 February 2022; and in Centre 3 from 15 to 21 February 2022.

Results

Two matrices were prepared to analyse the results of the questionnaires:
one for the data extracted from the questionnaires for the school profession-
als, and another for the data from the families. Four aspects were analysed in
both matrices: the total barriers detected; the barriers per school; the compara-
tive results between the indicators of the school and the Montessori classroom,
from Dimension C of the questionnaire; and the data extracted from the per-
sonal identification section. In the school professionals questionnaire, 14 indi-
cators were found that could be improved in the different centres. These were
grouped into five areas: family-school collaboration; opening the centre to the
community; continuous training; the lack of activities that encourage attention
to diversity and communication in Montessori classrooms; and the adaptation
of new teachers. In the families questionnaire, the only indicator that appears to
be in need of improvement is opening the school to the community.

In the identification data section of the questionnaire for school profes-
sionals and families, the aspect that most attracted our attention was the low
percentage of participants who had taken a course related to inclusive educa-
tion (29.4%), despite the fact that 53% of the school professionals had 10-20
years of experience, and 35.3% had more than 20 years of experience. Due to the
low rate of participation, we do not consider the information extracted from
the table of priorities for improvement and the open questions to be repre-
sentative. However, it is interesting to note that 17.9% of the participating fami-
lies consider that family-school communication should be improved through
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more information on the school’s website and the reduction of paper, as well as
through the creation of WhatsApp groups for each classroom.

Over a three-week period, observations were made by the principal re-
searcher in the Montessori classrooms to determine whether the activities car-
ried out were inclusive. The results are divided into five categories:

Classroom organisation, materials and groupings. This category consists
of three indicators taken from Section C of the Index for Inclusion. The first
of these, the Montessori classroom is organised to encourage play (C.2.1b), is
confirmed, as some of the aspects observed in all of the Montessori classrooms
show that the activities are varied and are organised and located appropriately
for the students’ height: children are free to pick up and work with the materials
that interest them most. Moreover, there is a calm atmosphere, with tables and
rugs where students can sit freely. All of this encourages play and learning. The
second indicator, resources are distributed fairly in the Montessori classroom
(C.2.2b), is also confirmed, as it can be observed that the materials are distrib-
uted throughout the environment, always within reach of the children in order
to satisfy their different learning needs. However, there is insufficient informa-
tion to corroborate the last indicator, the resources in the Montessori classroom
environment are known and used (C.2.6b).

Practitioners’ actions within the classroom. This category comprises
six indicators. Firstly, professionals foster a calm and respectful atmosphere
(C.1.9b), as students understand and comprehend the rules, with teachers inter-
vening when a student needs help or if a conflict arises. This promotes respect
among students, and between teachers and students. Secondly, professionals
plan, review and engage in activities collaboratively (C.1.10b). Everyone col-
laborates in the care of the class, sharing their opinions on its organisation and
functioning. They check that all of the material is complete at the end of each
session, deciding collaboratively whether to introduce or remove an activity.
Thirdly, teaching assistants support play, learning and participation (C.1.11b).
The head teacher and the assistant complement each other, as they have differ-
ent roles. While the head teacher gives individual presentations, the assistant
supervises the rest of the class, intervening if any conflicts arise. The assistant
also helps with tidying and caring for the classroom, carrying out certain ac-
tivities in small groups with the students and informing the head teacher if
anything catches their attention in relation to a child. Fourthly, the experience
of professionals is fully utilised (C.2.4b), as the Montessori classroom’s free
yet guided approach enables teachers to use their experience and skills to ob-
serve and interpret what they see, to detect shortcomings in the classroom and
take action to remedy them, to decide when to intervene if a conflict arises, to
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respond to the needs and interests of all of the students, to know when a stu-
dent is ready to perform an activity, etc. However, there are two propositions
within this group that were observed, the first related to assessment as a tool to
promote student achievement (C.1.8b), and the second to the development of
shared resources (C.2.5b).

Activities carried out by students. This category comprises three indicators.
Activities are planned with all of the children in mind (C.1.1b). In Montessori
classrooms, there is a wide variety of activities of varying difficulty and themes
available to students. These activities have been designed and planned with the
developmental needs of the children in mind; in this case, children aged from
18 months to 3 years. However, teachers are free to add or remove activities ac-
cording to the interests, needs or deficiencies they observe in the children in a
particular group. Secondly, the activities encourage communication among all of
the children (C.1.2b), as in Montessori classrooms, communicative interactions
between students or between students and the teacher are constantly observed.
The former usually occur to discuss classroom activities, to enforce a rule, to dis-
cuss a book or vocabulary material from the language classroom, and to tidy up
the classroom. The latter occur when the children need help, when they recount
or remember an experience related to something that has happened in class, or
when they need to get the teacher’s attention. Therefore, it is considered that the
organisation and disciplined freedom to work in Montessori classrooms encour-
ages communication. However, it was not possible to observe whether all of the
children participated during special activities (C1.12b).

Student participation and collaboration. There are three indicators in this
category. Montessori activities encourage participation (C.1.3b), as they encour-
age students to become actively involved, learning through practice. Montesso-
ri activities cover various areas (language, hand-eye coordination, art, practical
life and nutrition) in order to satisfy the interests of all children. They are based
on the children’s prior knowledge and experiences at home, and are adapted to
their level so that they can learn when they want and encounter different levels
of difficulty that suit different stages of development. Furthermore, in Montes-
sori classrooms, children are active agents in their own learning (C.1.6b), while
teachers take on the role of observers and guides. Students choose which mate-
rial they want to work with, how long (at what pace) they want to work with the
material, and where they want to work in the classroom. Teachers observe the
children and intervene only to teach them, individually and according to their
interests, how to perform an activity or to help them with a problem. Finally,
the children cooperate with each other by asking for help (C.1.7b). They work
together in caring for the classroom and following the rules; they respect work

11
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turns; they know that they have to wait when the teacher is working with an-
other classmate; and, once they have finished working with particular material,
they put it back in its place so that another child can work with it.

Attention to diversity and equality. Within this category, we find three
indicators. With regard to whether the activities serve to better understand the
differences between people (C.1.4b), there is a lack of information to confirm
this assertion. There is a wide variety of activities on different topics available
in the classroom, and students are allowed to choose what to work on at their
own pace. Different ways and styles of learning are therefore respected. How-
ever, no specific materials or activities were observed that serve to enhance
the understanding of different cultures, races, genders, etc. In other words, the
topic of differences between people was not specifically addressed in any class-
room during the observation period. Similarly, there is a lack of information
to confirm whether the activities avoid stereotypes (C.1.5b). The fact that all of
the activities are placed at the children’s height, thus allowing them to choose
what they want to work on according to their interests, contributes to avoiding
gender-related stereotypes. However, no activities or books have been observed
that reflect diverse people - from ethnic minorities, with disabilities or of dif-
ferent genders — carrying out activities without resorting to stereotypes. This
topic was not specifically addressed in any of the classrooms visited during the
observation period. Finally, with regard to whether differences between chil-
dren are used as a resource to support play, learning and participation (C.2.3b),
we can observe that the wide variety of students’ interests and their freedom
of choice mean that a great diversity of activities take place simultaneously in
the classroom, with one child’s interest in a particular material often spark-
ing another’s interest. Moreover, the varying levels of difficulty in the activities
and the sense of responsibility that the children feel for one another encourage
them to help one another with their activities. Therefore, the differences be-
tween the children are indeed used as a resource.

In summary, of the 18 indicators observed in the Montessori classrooms,
12 can be corroborated based on the information recorded in the observation
log, but more information is needed to answer the remaining 6. This means that
66.6% of the inclusive propositions are fulfilled. We can therefore conclude that
the practices and dynamics carried out in Montessori classrooms are governed
by inclusive principles.

Based on the results presented above, proposals for improvement plans
were created for each school, consisting of four possible actions to be carried
out in each of them, with the aim of improving the lowest scoring inclusive
indices. Prior to their implementation, these proposals must be presented,
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explained and agreed upon with the schools. Each action includes an imple-
mentation procedure consisting of an analysis of the actions already being car-
ried out in the centres and the design of the action to be implemented. The first
three areas of improvement to be worked on are common to all of the centres:
the need to open the centre to the community, the family-school relationship,
and attention to diversity. However, the last action differs: in the case of Centre
1, it involves companionship between professionals, while in Centres 2 and 3, it
relates to the adaptation of students and, specifically in Centre 2, the adaptation
of new teaching staff.

Discussion

Based on an analysis of the results, we examine five areas for improve-
ment in order to make the participating schools truly inclusive. These areas also
appear in previous research (Egido, 2020; Zabalza & Zabalza, 2011; Navarro et
al,, 2021; CEcuyer, 2023; Teixidd, 2009)

Family-school collaboration. In order to improve this indicator, we should
first examine what professionals understand by collaboration and what aspects
they consider should be improved (Ceballos & Saiz, 2021). We should then deter-
mine the degree of participation that is promoted by the education centres and
the obstacles to adequate collaboration encountered by families. Egido (2020)
explains that the main factors that hinder collaboration on the part of parents
are lack of time and incompatibility of schedules, while teachers are impeded by
a lack of facilities for “the collaboration of families, especially in academic mat-
ters, encountering certain resistance and limits on the part of education profes-
sionals, who see parents as alien to the centre” (Ferndndez-Freire et al., 2019;
Giré & Andrés, 2016, cited in Egido, 2020, p. 75). Both of these factors must
be taken into account if we really want to achieve protagonist participation of
families in schools.

Opening the centre to the community. As Zaitegi (2020) explains, “the
right to education, social justice and equity are also at stake in non-school space
and time” (p. 102). In order to improve this indicator, it is therefore necessary to
promote actions that allow the surrounding entities to participate in the school
(Network for Educational Dialogue, 2020), and to carry out actions that enable
the school to open up and project itself in the community in a careful way,
“showing it to be intelligent, cultured, professional and open, far from puerile
stereotypes” (Abelleira & Abelleira, 2022, p. 69).

Continuous training. Teacher training is a key element that improves at-
titudes towards students, while alack of training prevents teachers from carrying
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out their educational work properly (Zabalza & Zabalza 2011; Gonzalez-Gil,
2019; Reyes-Parra, 2020). Focusing on the early childhood education stage, Za-
balza and Zabalza (2011) believe that the impact of good educators is relevant,
so there is no possibility of improving school programmes without adequate
training of the people responsible for executing them. The low rate of affirma-
tive responses to this indicator in the present study nonetheless coincides with
other research, such as that by Navarro et al. (2021), in which only 18.75% of pre-
primary and primary school teachers consider themselves to be prepared to
respond to inclusive objectives. Research by Arnaiz-Sanchez et al. (2021) also
found that almost half of the surveyed teachers were not prepared for respond-
ing to the educational needs of their students. Although training is clearly a
powerful resource for the improvement of educational processes, and it is es-
sential that teachers receive training for introducing innovations or improving
the execution of existing practices (Zabalza & Zabalza, 2011), there is still a long
way to go towards the implementation of such training in schools.

Lack of activities that encourage attention to diversity and communication
in Montessori classrooms. In the absence of other research, perhaps the reason
for the low scores in these indicators is related to the criticisms that Prof. Wil-
liam Kilpatrick made of Dr Montessori’s individualistic approach to education,
claiming that Montessori classrooms do not provide situations for adequate
social cooperation (Polk, 1982; Chavarria, 2012; LEcuyer, 2023). In relation to
this criticism, Danner (2015) explains that in Infant Community classrooms (18
months-3 years), individual activities are promoted in order to favour the in-
terests, rhythms and work styles of the children, and to enable them to under-
stand, respect and enrich themselves, as well as to accept differences between
people. On the other hand, she comments that cooperative activities involving
specific learning proposed by the teacher are not specifically planned, because
these are carried out spontaneously during the development of the Montessori
classroom activity. This is justified by the fact that human beings are social be-
ings by nature.

The adaptation of new teachers. The way in which new teachers are re-
ceived, how they are informed of the school’s attitude and, above all, the de-
gree of coherence between what is expressed and the reality they perceive on
a day-to-day basis, give the newcomer security and lead them to form positive
expectations with regard to student learning, as well as to their professional de-
velopment as teachers (Teixidd, 2009). It is therefore important for schools to
have a welcome and follow-up plan for new teachers to help them integrate,
develop their work, solve problems more autonomously, etc. (Centro de Edu-
cacion Infantil y Primaria Juvenal de Vega y Relea, 2023). One of the measures
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recommended is to provide teachers with a reference tutor during the first year,
who can help to clarify any doubts and to familiarise new teachers with the
school project (Carbonell, 2019; Centro de Educacién Infantil y Primaria Juve-
nal de Vega y Relea, 2023).

The families participating in the present study also consider that fam-
ily-school communication should be improved through more information on
the school’s website and the reduction of paper, and through the creation of
WhatsApp groups for each classroom. This is mentioned in the publication La
Red por el didlogo Educativo (2020), which considers that “the school tends to
limit and protocolise contact with families, replacing it with the unilateral dis-
semination of stereotyped information” (p. 22). The low percentage of partici-
pants who had taken a course related to inclusive education coincides with the
results obtained in research carried out by Sucuoglu et al. (2013), in which only
23% of the surveyed early childhood teachers had participated in a seminar or
conference related to inclusive education. Ten years after this research, the data
are very similar, despite the fact that in the preamble of the current Organic Law
3/2020 (Ley orgdnica 3/2020, 2020), of 29 December, which modifies Organic
Law 2/2006, of 3 May, on Education (LOMLOE), it is made explicit that the
pedagogical principles that should guide the proposals of centres with regard to
students should be governed by the principle of educational inclusion. Gémez
etal. (2019) point out that the lack of training in attention to diversity is a barrier
to the development of inclusive education, since the teacher, as the designer of
the teaching-learning processes, is a key element, and his or her teaching skills
and interpretation of diversity are fundamental to the success of educational
inclusion.

Finally, we would like to note that the present study is not without limi-
tations. Only three early childhood education centres in Valencia city were se-
lected for the development of the study, all of which had a Montessori class-
room designed according to the principles of the International Montessori
Association in the 2021-2022 school year. This resulted in a small sample size,
which means that the findings may not be generalisable. Secondly, the percep-
tions of members of the educational community may vary depending on when
they are consulted. It would therefore be interesting to conduct this type of
study periodically in order to analyse its evolution and record variations in the
perceptions of members of the educational community. Thirdly, the research is
limited in scope, as it is a pilot study whose general objective is to make a pro-
posal for each of the schools in the sample on how to improve their level of in-
clusion, acting directly on the barriers detected. With regard to the observations
of the Montessori classrooms, there are two important limitations to note. The
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first relates to the recording and interpretation of data, which was carried out
exclusively by the principal researcher, raising the possibility that the data may
have been influenced by that researcher’s perspectives and opinions. However,
an effort has been made to minimise this bias, which is inherent in any observa-
tion by a single person, by cross-checking the recorded data with information
collected on this topic using quantitative methods. Another notable limitation
is the time constraint, as a longer observation period would likely have resulted
in a greater number of indicators being addressed, which would undoubtedly
have influenced the conclusions. However, if we focus on the benefits, the three
participating schools have obtained a proposed improvement plan. Moreover,
for the educational community, this research is an example of the first step that
must be taken if there is a desire to achieve truly inclusive education. This step
involves a thorough analysis of all aspects of the school, revealing Montessori
classrooms as possible spaces for promoting practices governed by inclusive
principles.

Conclusions

The proposed objectives were achieved in the present research. Firstly,
the use of the Index for Inclusion made it possible to gather the opinions of
members of the school community at three education centres. After analysis,
these data enabled the identification of the main barriers to inclusion. Secondly,
observations in Montessori classrooms and analysis of the collected data made
it possible to determine the inclusiveness of their practices. Finally, analysis of
the participants’ identifying data facilitated the identification of certain short-
comings in relation to teacher training that are likely to influence their views on
inclusion. All of these steps were fundamental in achieving the overall objective
of making an individualised proposal for an improvement plan for each school.

To conclude, we would like to highlight the need to continue carrying out
this type of study, since the detection of barriers to inclusion and the planning
of actions to reduce these barriers is the first step towards the development of
truly inclusive education. As mentioned above, the present research is a pilot or
exploratory study, prior to further research involving the implementation of the
proposed actions and evaluation of the results. Future research would therefore
entail the approval of the proposed plans by the education centres; the choice
of the specific actions to be carried out; programming the actions, including
objectives, content, methodology, materials and timing; determining how to
inform and involve the educational community; and, finally, determining how
and when to evaluate the achievement of the objectives.
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