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Abstract:

Interactions among children requiring varying levels of support in general group settings
within Early Childhood Education centers can be complex and challenging. Despite the
importance of inclusive practices, limited research exists on the specific factors that
trigger or enhance peer interactions. Interactional triggers refer to pedagogical strategies,
specific practices or environmental conditions that promote interaction among children.
In the Finnish context, special education teachers play a central role in supporting
inclusive practices, drawing on their pedagogical expertise and the Early Childhood
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Education Core Curriculum. This study investigated the perspectives of Finnish early
childhood education teachers and special education teachers regarding the triggers that
facilitate children's interactions. Data were collected through semi-structured group
discussions and individual interviews with eight early childhood education teachers and
twelve special education teachers. The data were analyzed using the phenomenographic
method to identify variations in teachers” conceptions of interaction triggers. The findings
revealed several perceived practices that promote children's interactions, including
inclusive participation strategies, small group activities, content-specific and pedagogical
approaches, environmental and resource-based support, and the involvement of familiar
adults—such as substitute teachers and practical nurses—within the learning
environment. These findings offer valuable insights for early childhood and special
education teachers, as well as for universities responsible for teacher education and
professional development.

Keywords: early childhood education, inclusion, special education needs,
phenomenography, triggers for interactions

1. Introduction

This study is situated within the context of Finland’s Early Childhood Education (ECE)
system, which—like many European countries—is committed to inclusive education. In
Finland, every child has a subjective right to attend ECE in their municipality, regardless
of age or ability (Hau et al., 2022). ECE is an integral part of the national education system,
designed to support children’s development and promote lifelong learning and
educational equity through inclusive practices (Finnish National Agency for Education
[FNAE], 2022). According to the Act on ECE (Law 540/2018) and FNAE (2022), ECE
services are primarily delivered through center-based programs. Each child is provided
with an individualized ECE plan aligned with their interests and developmental needs.
While children engage in both verbal and nonverbal interactions within these settings,
such interactions are not always spontaneous. In accordance with Law 540/2018, children
requiring support for interaction receive targeted assistance. In this study, triggers for
children's interactions refer to factors that positively initiate communication —whether
during play, collaborative tasks, or the exchange of ideas and outcomes
(Dukuzumuremyi & Siklander, 2018). Familiarity and friendship are frequently
identified as key interactional triggers (Dukuzumuremyi & Siklander, 2018; Stanton-
Chapman, 2014).

Educators in ECE centers—as well as guardians at home —can foster children’s
interactions through expressions of friendship and familiarity. These dynamics can be
understood through the lenses of social mechanisms (Jing et al., 2017), attachment theory
(Kennedy, 2022), and playfulness (Pinchover et al., 2016; Siklander & Tornberg, 2024). As
used in this study, the term “educators” refers to caregivers, teachers, special education
teachers, and practical nurses working in ECE settings. Children’s early interactions with
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educators and guardians play a foundational role in their social development. These
experiences help children build relationships, recognize emotions, develop empathy, and
understand the dynamics of social connections—skills that are essential throughout life
(Jing et al., 2017; Kennedy, 2022; Pinchover et al., 2016; see also Neitola et al., 2023).

Thagard (2019) identifies that interaction can be transmitted in various ways: (i)
verbal (e.g., speaking, singing, writing), (ii) nonverbal (e.g., seeing, hearing, touching,
smelling), and (iii) movement-based. Viljamaa et al. (2024) further explore how children
express themselves through narration, play, and creative activities such as storytelling,
gestures, dancing, drawing, and imaginary play (see also Keranen et al., 2020). These
forms of expression are central to children’s development and social interactions.

Previous research has emphasized that children’s ability to interact with peers,
educators, and guardians is a foundation for participation in everyday social, learning,
and physical environments (Hau et al., 2022, 2023; Pinchover et al., 2016). While there is
a growing body of literature on children’s interactions (e.g., Jing et al., 2017; Syrjamaki et
al., 2016, 2018; Vakil et al., 2008; Veijalainen et al., 2017), there remains a gap in research
examining how teachers perceive the triggers for these interactions in general group
settings, including both children with special educational needs (SEN) and those without
SEN in ECE centers. Therefore, this study explores the perspectives of ECE and special
education teachers on the triggers that facilitate children's interactions in general group
settings.

The research is guided by the following questions:

1) How do teachers perceive the triggers that facilitate children's interactions?
2) How do teachers propose enhancing children's interactions in general group
settings?

2. Literature Review

2.1. Finnish ECE System from the Inclusive Education Perspective
In Finland, the current approach to inclusive education within the ECE system is
primarily guided by the Act on ECE (Law 540/2018). This legislation outlines (a)
children's rights to ECE, (b) the structure and content of ECE activities, and (c) the
responsibilities of ECE service providers and organizers. The Act reflects recent reforms
aimed at strengthening inclusion and support for children, although the system remains
in transition, with teachers navigating ongoing changes (Alexiadou et al., 2022; Pihlaja,
2022). According to the Act, children's individual support needs must be identified, and
appropriate support—general, intensified, or special —-must be provided. This process
may involve multidisciplinary collaboration, including services such as therapy,
rehabilitation, child healthcare, and family counseling (FNAE, 2022; Pihlaja, 2022).
Furthermore, the Act mandates that all ECE providers must have access to special
education teachers and other professionals to meet children's diverse needs.

While the Act provides the legal foundation for inclusion, the ECE Core
Curriculum (ECE CC), developed in accordance with the Act, offers more detailed
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guidance on the organization and implementation of inclusive education at national,
municipal, and institutional levels (FNAE, 2022). The ECE CC applies to all children—
those with and without SEN —and outlines policy implementation across three levels:
national, local, and individual child plans (FNAE, 2022; Pihlaja, 2022). In practice, the
implementation of inclusion varies across municipalities, depending largely on the
pedagogical approaches of ECE teachers, the expertise of special education teachers, and
the leadership of ECE center directors, who are responsible for curriculum
implementation and evaluation (Ahtiainen et al., 2021; Fonsén et al., 2022).

In Finland, nearly all children enrolled in ECE attend general groups in ECE
centers, although some are placed in integrated special groups. Placement decisions are
based on factors such as the child’s age, the presence of siblings, and the level of support
required (Pihlaja, 2022; Salminen, 2017). General groups typically include both typically
developing children and those with diverse needs (Hughett et al., 2011; Jing et al., 2017;
Mj et al., 1996; Vieillevoye & Nader-Grosbois, 2008; Trent et al., 2005). Staffing ratios are
regulated: one staff member per seven children over the age of three (maximum 21
children) or one per four children under the age of three (maximum 12 children) in full-
day ECE (Boe et al., 2022; Law 540/2018; Salminen, 2017). These ratios may be adjusted if
children requiring intensified or special support are present.

Integrated special groups, which include children with and without SEN, are
designed to foster inclusive environments that promote belonging and scaffolded
learning. These groups are supported by special education teachers (Kesdldinen et al.,
2019; Pihlaja, 2022; Syrjamaki et al.,, 2018). Group size and staffing are determined
according to the Act on ECE (Law 540/2018, Sections 34 and 35).

Research from Finland and other Nordic countries indicates that ECE activities can
be organized at various levels: whole-group (also referred to as primary group), small
group, or individual, depending on the child’s pedagogical plan (Boe et al., 2022; Hau et
al., 2022; Aikds et al., 2022). This flexible structure supports differentiated instruction and
individualized support within inclusive settings.

2.2. Physical Learning Environment: Group Settings in ECE Centers
In this article, we adopt Kuutti et al.”s (2021) definition of SEN, which refers to the need
for more than typical support to achieve established educational goals. In this context,
SEN encompasses a range of challenges related to communication, peer relationships,
group participation, and concentration (p. 588). Research suggests that both children with
and without SEN benefit from individualized support and opportunities to learn through
interaction with age-appropriate peers, who serve as role models and playmates during
social play (Jing et al., 2017; Trent et al., 2005). Supporting this view, Hughett et al. (2011)
and Syrjamaki et al. (2018) found that tools such as visual aids, picture cards, and teacher
feedback can enhance children’s interactions and play.

Ahnert et al. (2006) argue that after toddlerhood, children develop social
interaction skills more effectively when placed in peer groups. Through observation,
imitation, and shared activities, children learn from one another (Jing et al., 2017). This

European Journal of Special Education Research - Volume 11 | Issue 7 | 2025 150


http://oapub.org/edu/index.php/ejse

Salvador Dukuzumuremyi, Signe Siklander, Elina Viljamaa, Pdivi Pihlaja, Elina Fonsén
PERSPECTIVES ON TRIGGERS FOR PEER INTERACTIONS FROM EARLY
CHILDHOOD EDUCATION TEACHERS AND SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHERS

peer-based learning also enables children with SEN to improve reciprocal interaction
skills through engagement with peers without SEN —and vice versa (Trent et al., 2005).
Peer interaction is often more impactful than adult-led instruction, as it exposes children
to diverse social experiences and roles among age-matched peers (O’Connell, 1986; Jing
et al.,, 2017). However, some studies have shown that children with autism spectrum
disorder (ASD), self-regulation difficulties, or severe disabilities may prefer interacting
with adults—such as parents, educators, or experienced play partners—who initiate play,
understand the child’s abilities, support their efforts, and model more advanced forms of
play (Dimitrios et al., 2024; Kesaldinen et al., 2019; Kuutti et al., 2021; Oprea & Turda,
2025; Pinchover et al., 2016).

2.3. Pedagogy in ECE

In ECE, pedagogy supports not only academic learning but also social development, peer
relationships, and overall well-being. It plays a vital role in promoting peer interaction
and inclusive participation (Bge et al., 2022; Hau et al., 2023;Howard & McInnes, 2012;
Jing et al., 2017; Kesaldinen et al., 2019; Peltopera et al., 2020; Syrjamaki et al.,2018; Vogt
et al.,, 2018). Syrjamaki et al. (2018) highlight the role of pedagogy in facilitating social
interaction among children, while Hau et al. (2022) emphasize its capacity to involve
children meaningfully in daily activities. Through pedagogical engagement, children
acquire essential social and life skills (Peltopera et al., 2020), and develop supportive
relationships with peers and adults (Bee et al., 2022; Pinchover et al., 2016). These
practices contribute to the formation of positive peer relations (Mj et al., 1996) and
support each child’s well-being, interests, abilities, and needs (Hau et al., 2023; Jing et al.,
2017; Kesdlainen et al., 2019; Peltopera et al., 2020).

2.3.1. Inclusive Pedagogy

In Finland, inclusive pedagogy is fully embedded in integrated ECE settings. One key
strategy involves organizing children into smaller groups, which promotes inclusion and
facilitates positive social interaction (Bge et al., 2022; Hau et al., 2020). This structure
allows for more individualized attention and greater participation in daily routines (Hau
et al., 2022). Another widely used practice is circle-time, where interactive activities such
as singing, storytelling, and games foster a sense of community and strengthen group
cohesion (Hau et al., 2022).

2.3.2. Play Pedagogy

Play pedagogy is a central component of inclusive ECE, particularly in Finland, the
United States, and Australia. Rather than adopting a passive role, educators actively
facilitate children’s play, engaging as co-players and guides (Fleer, 2015). Fleer identifies
three modes of play pedagogy: child-initiated, adult-guided, and policy-driven. Among
these, child-initiated play is considered the most beneficial, especially for children with
SEN, as it enhances engagement and emotional well-being (Howard & McInnes, 2012;
Vogt et al., 2018). Play pedagogy enables children to learn from one another in inclusive
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environments, making it a cornerstone of integrated group practices (Kesildinen et al.,
2019).

2.3.3. Holistic Pedagogy

Holistic pedagogy, as practiced in Nordic ECE models, integrates caregiving, play,
learning, and participation to support children’s comprehensive development. This
approach reflects a commitment to nurturing the whole child —socially, emotionally,
cognitively, and physically —within a unified pedagogical framework (Boe et al., 2022).
It aligns with inclusive values by recognizing and responding to the diverse needs and
strengths of all children.

2.4. Interactional Playful Triggers

Interactional playful triggers refer to elements or situations within a child’s environment
that capture attention, spark interest, and promote social interaction. These triggers can
elicit both verbal and nonverbal exchanges among children—whether during play,
collaborative tasks, or while sharing progress and outcomes (Dukuzumuremyi &
Siklander, 2018). Triggers become playful when they emerge through humor,
imagination, creativity, or light-hearted engagement. They stimulate curiosity, evoke
emotional responses such as joy, inspiration, and a sense of belonging, and foster
persistence and sustained engagement (Hidi & Renninger, 2006; Renninger & Bachrach,
2015). Such triggers often arise in shared contexts, including structured activities, natural
environments, and social interactions—particularly those involving peers and teachers.
The concept of teacher playfulness as a form of pedagogical expertise has gained
increasing scholarly attention (Hurme et al., 2023; Siklander et al., 2024). Playful teachers
are adept at recognizing and generating these triggers to support children’s engagement
and interaction (Cullinane et al., 2024; Siklander & Kangas, 2020; Siklander & Tornberg,
2024; Stanton-Chapman, 2014).

When children perceive these triggers, they are drawn into playful, interactive
behavior. Teachers who embody interactional playfulness design collaborative,
imaginative, and emotionally resonant activities while also responding to spontaneous
playfulness that emerges in peer interactions (Siklander & Tornberg, 2024). In doing so,
they cultivate emotionally secure and engaging learning environments. Because
playfulness is embodied, teachers may also use physical expression to connect with
children. Interactionally playful teachers often find joy in eliciting laughter and shared
enjoyment. Across all ECE settings, it is essential for educators to remain attuned to
children’s emotional and developmental needs—even in group contexts. This sensitivity
is a core component of interactional playfulness (Hurme et al., 2023; Siklander & Kangas,
2020; Siklander & Tornberg, 2024).

Teaching through the intentional use of interactional playful triggers activates
multiple pedagogical dimensions in ECE (Siklander & Kangas, 2020). One key dimension
is collaboration, as shared experiences can spark interest and enhance peer interaction.
For example, children may co-create imaginative worlds or engage in joint play scenarios
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that foster belonging and mutual engagement. A second dimension is emotional
engagement. While emotional safety is foundational, children are also drawn to the
emotional intensity of physically active and adventurous play—especially when
experienced collaboratively. These experiences allow children to test boundaries and
develop cooperative skills (Siklander et al., 2020).

Creativity and narrativity are also powerful playful triggers that support
interaction (Siklander & Kangas, 2007; Siklander & Kinnunen, 2024). Creative problem-
solving tasks can prompt dialogue, negotiation, and shared exploration. Similarly,
narrativity —the co-construction and enactment of stories during play —encourages
children to shape plots, negotiate roles, and engage in turn-taking, decision-making, and
problem-solving. Together, these elements form a responsive pedagogical framework for
fostering interaction in ECE.

2.5. Content in ECE: Play, Planned, and Guided Activities

Play-based activities, along with toys, materials, and physical infrastructure, are essential
components for supporting learning in science, language, and other subject areas within
ECE settings (Fleer, 2015; Kirova, 2016). Play serves as a foundational element for
engaging diverse groups of children—including native speakers, non-native speakers,
children with SEN, and typically developing children—in both verbal (e.g., spoken
language) and nonverbal (e.g., gestures, signs, and visual aids) interactions centered
around play materials and the learning environment (DeKlyen & Odom, 1989; Kirova,
2016; Stanton-Chapman, 2014; Syrjamaki et al., 2018). Play also allows children to learn
in self-directed ways, particularly through observation and imitation, either
independently or with support from peers or educators (DeKlyen & Odom, 1989). This
makes play a highly effective and inclusive content area in ECE.

In addition to play, planned or guided activities—such as construction,
storytelling, painting, drawing, and role-play—are vital for fostering a range of
developmental competencies. These include mathematical thinking, creativity, language
development, fine motor skills, social and friendship skills, and early exploration of
professions and the natural world (Boe et al., 2022).

3. Material and Methods

This study utilized a qualitative research approach and was conducted as part of the
VakaTuki research project, which investigated the implementation of the amended ECE
Act (540/2018; 1183/2021). The focus was on general, enhanced, and special support
during the transition period from August 1, 2022, to December 31, 2023.

3.1 Participants and Sampling

Purposive sampling was employed to recruit individuals with relevant experience
related to the research topic (Ahmed, 2024). Participants were identified through the
researchers’ personal and professional networks. Initial contact was made informally to
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assess interest in participation. Once interest was confirmed, a formal invitation was sent
via mutually agreed communication channels, including email, phone message,
Messenger, WhatsApp, and Signal. To ensure accessibility and clarity, all essential
information was included directly in the body of the message rather than as attachments.
The message contained a link to the privacy notice, a brief overview of the study and its
objectives, background information questionnaire and a consent form for participation.
This approach ensured that participants were fully informed about the study and their
rights before confirming their involvement.

A total of 20 participants took part in the study: 8 ECE teachers and 12 special
education teachers working in ECE centers across Central, Southern, Northern, and
Eastern Finland. All participants identified as female. Among the special education
teachers, four worked in consultative roles, three were based in group settings, one held
a dual role (group and consultative), and four did not specify their roles. In Finland,
consultative roles are the most common for special education teachers in ECE. Of the 12
special education teachers, five were employed in private ECE centers and seven in
public centers. Among the eight ECE teachers, six worked in public centers and two in
private ones

3.2. Data Collection

Semi-structured interviews were used to collect data, guided by a set of open questions
designed to facilitate discussion in both group and individual interview formats. The
guiding questions were:

1) What do you think “inclusion” or “inclusiveness” means?

2) In your opinion, what principles should guide the formation of child groups?

3) Even within same-age groups, children can be very different from one another.
Does this present challenges? If so, what kind? Are there benefits? What kind?
How should diversity be taken into account?

4) What kind of content should early childhood education include to foster
encounters, interaction, and collaborative activities among children?,

5) Which children are eligible for support? Does it apply to all children or only to
certain individuals?

6) What are the roles of various stakeholders (guardians, early childhood education
staff, service providers, and decision-makers) when a child needs support for
development and learning?

7) Do children themselves have a role in matters related to support, or are they
excluded from this process?

Data were collected in Finnish and subsequently translated into English. Data
were gathered through five group discussion interviews and five individual interviews,
all conducted via Microsoft Teams and audio-recorded. Table 1 shows that the data were
collected through group discussion interviews and individual interviews. During group
discussions, participants usually build on others' contributions and challenges, express
their opinions, or ask questions.
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Automatic transcriptions generated by Teams were manually reviewed for
accuracy by three researchers and served as the primary data source. Video recordings
were not analyzed. ECE teachers (n =8) and special education teachers (n=7) participated
in the five group discussions. Table 2 presents the number of participants per group.
Additionally, five special education teachers participated in individual interviews.

The transcriptions from the three group discussions with ECE teachers totaled 70
pages, organized into three files:

e Group Discussion 1 (23 pages),
e Group Discussion 2 (24 pages), and
e Group Discussion 3 (23 pages).

Transcriptions involving special education teachers totaled 115 pages across seven
files: two group discussions (39 pages, two files) and five individual interviews (76 pages,
five files).

Table 1: Data Collection Instruments and Transcriptions

Data collection instruments | Participants Research questions Transcriptions
3
.group. 8 ECE teachers 2 70 pages | 3 files
discussions
2 group 7 special 2 39 pages | 2files
discussions education teachers pag
dividual il
.5 n “,71 ua > spec1.‘a 2 76 pages | 5 files
interviews education teachers
Total | 10 instruments 20 participants 2RQs 185 pages | 10 files

Table 2: Group Discussions with ECE teachers and Special Education Teachers

Group discussions with ECE teachers | Group discussions with Special education teachers
Groups Participants Groups Participants
Group 1 3 Group 1 4
Group 2 2 Group 2 3
Group 3 3
Total | 3 groups 8 participants 2 groups 7 participants

3.3. The Phenomenographic Method in This Study

Phenomenography is a qualitative research approach that focuses on the different ways
individuals perceive and experience a particular phenomenon (Marton, 1981; Kakkori &
Huttunen, 2014). The primary aim of phenomenographic research is to describe, analyze,
and understand the variation in these perceptions and the relationships among them.
This study employed a phenomenographic approach due to its strong relevance for
exploring teachers’ experiences (Barnacle, 2005; Mann et al., 2007; Walsh, 2000; Akerlind,
2005). Specifically, it enabled us to explore how ECE teachers and special education
teachers perceive the triggers that facilitate children's interactions in ECE settings. This
approach allowed us to identify both commonalities and differences in the teachers’
perspectives, including unique viewpoints expressed by individual participants. These
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findings offer valuable insights for promoting interactional change among children in
ECE centers.

3.4. Data Analysis

Transcriptions were analyzed using a phenomenographic method, similar to the method
used by Tsai (2004) and Tsai et al. (2011), to identify qualitative relationships and organize
the findings into ordered categories, each supported by descriptions and illustrative
quotations. To begin, we read the transcripts multiple times for both group discussion
interviews and individual interviews to develop a comprehensive understanding of the
data. We underlined key sentences and highlighted keywords that reflected teachers’
perspectives on the triggers for children's interactions. These selected sentences and
keywords were then compared to identify and explore key similarities and differences in
teachers’ perspectives. This comparative analysis revealed qualitative variations in how
teachers perceived the triggers for children's interactions. For instance, the following
sentences were identified as particularly significant in illustrating one teacher’s
perspectives on these triggers:

“Everyone can participate and feel a sense of togetherness and inclusion within the group.
There are no barriers preventing anyone from joining. This principle applies to every child
in ECE or school, ensuring that everyone has the opportunity to be involved, feel included,
belong to the group, and participate to their full potential.”

We then highlighted some key words, such as "everyone," "participate,"
"togetherness," and "inclusion", that captured the teachers' main thoughts on triggers for
children's interactions.

The other teacher shared the following responses:

“All children are integrated into the same groups with their own support measures,
enabling them to participate and be part of the group. It is important to me that every child
experiences being in a group, feeling equal to others, and recognizing their right to belong.
Additionally, others learn about differences, tolerance, and acceptance. In my opinion,
inclusion is a wonderful common goal that we are obliged to consider, and it guides our
activities here.”

We again highlighted specific keywords to illustrate the teacher’s perspective on
triggers for children's interactions, such as “all children,” “participate,” “be part of the
group,” and inclusion.” For instance, keywords like “everyone,” “participate,”
“togetherness,” “inclusion,” “all children,” and “be part of the group” demonstrated a
high degree of similarity. However, these keywords were notably distinct from others,
which led us to gradually develop a category related to implementing inclusive
participation strategies as a trigger for children's interactions. Following this comparison,

the selected sentences were grouped based on keywords with strong thematic similarity.
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This process of organizing similarities allowed categories representing perspectives on
triggers for children's interactions to emerge. If a teacher expressed ideas that aligned
with one or more categories, their statements were included in those respective
categories. Additionally, the categories were organized in relation to two research
questions.

3.5. Ethical Considerations

This study was conducted in accordance with the ethical principles and guidelines
established by the Finnish National Board on Research Integrity (TENK). Before
participating, all individuals were informed of their rights, the purpose of the study, how
their data would be used, and the confidentiality measures implemented to protect their
personal information (TENK, 2019). For example, each participant was assigned a unique
identification code for use in data analysis and the reporting of findings. All data are
securely stored, and the data usage and protection policy is publicly available in both
Finnish and Swedish at the following link: https://uefconnect.uef.fi/en/the-support-
system-and-administrative-processes-in-ece. The English language of this manuscript
was reviewed and refined with the assistance of the Copilot tool. This support was used
solely to enhance linguistic accuracy and did not influence the interpretation of the data
or the integrity of the research findings.

4. Results and Discussion

4.1. Results

The results are organized and presented in accordance with the research questions. Each
participant was assigned a unique identification code, which was used throughout the
presentation of the findings. Codes beginning with “ECT” represent ECE teachers, while
those beginning with “ECST” denote ECE special education teachers. Each code is
followed by a sequential number that uniquely identifies individuals within each group.
The following section describes five thematic categories reflecting teachers” perspectives
on the triggers of children's interactions, supported by direct quotations from the
interview transcripts.

4.1.1. Triggers for Children's Interactions

To address the first research question, four primary categories of triggers for children's
interactions were identified based on the perspectives of ECE teachers and special
education teachers: (a) implementing inclusive participation strategies, (b) using small
group activities, (c) content and pedagogical approaches, and (d) support from the
environment and resources. Each category is described in detail below.

4.1.1.1. Implementing Inclusive Participation Strategies
In this first category, although neither ECE teachers nor special education teachers
explicitly referred to the concept of triggers for children’s interactions, many described
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practices that align with this idea. Specifically, they perceived the implementation of
inclusive participation strategies as an effective means of fostering interaction among
children. According to these teachers, such strategies create opportunities for all children
to engage with one another, thereby serving as a trigger for interaction.

The following comments from three special education teachers further illustrate
this perspective:

“Our task is to support each child’s individual needs so they can work with the group. No
one should be excluded because of their challenges or needs. We need to find ways to help
each child integrate into the group.” (ECST2)

“All children are integrated into the same groups with their own support measures,
enabling them to participate and be part of the group. It is important to me that every child
experiences being in a group, feeling equal to others, and recognizing their right to belong.
Additionally, others learn about differences, tolerance, and acceptance. In my opinion,
inclusion is a wonderful common goal that we are obliged to consider, and it guides our
activities here.” (ECST5)

“Everyone can participate and feel a sense of togetherness and inclusion within the group.
There are no barriers preventing anyone from joining. This principle applies to every child
in ECE or school, ensuring that everyone has the opportunity to be involved, feel included,
belong to the group, and participate to their full potential.” (ECST10)

For example, the following responses from ECE teachers illustrate this
perspective:

“Absolutely. I believe that when there are people in the group who need support, activities
should be planned so that everyone can participate at their own level. There can't be just
one plan for everyone; the needs of all children must be considered.” (ECT1)

“Everyone can participate at their own ability level, which is exactly what I was thinking
too.” (ECT2)

“And somehow, he participates in the same activity as if he is part of the group. It's not
just that he has something different about him now, but that he, with his own abilities, is
in the same place as the others, with no difference.” (ECT3)

"The idea is to ensure equality for special children so they can participate in ECE just like
other children.” (ECTD5)
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4.1.1.2. Using Small Group Activities
In this second category, both special education and ECE teachers identified small group
activities as key triggers for children's interactions. They believed that some children
interact more effectively in smaller settings, where the environment is more manageable
and supportive. The teachers also noted that interaction is embedded in the structure and
pedagogy of small group activities, which naturally foster both peer-to-peer and child—
teacher engagement. Small group activities mentioned by the teachers included guided
play, shared and joint games, songs, and music. These formats were seen as particularly
effective in promoting inclusive and meaningful interactions.

This is illustrated in the following excerpt from the discussion among special
education teachers:

“I personally think that the small group itself is already a huge benefit, and then there has
been some thought given to who needs more support in certain matters and who does not
necessarily need so much support.” (ECST3 and ECST1)

ECST1 agrees with ECST3 and adds,

“There are children who definitely need this and function best in a small environment.”
Another special education teacher elaborated:

“In our kindergarten, home groups are formed based on the children’s birth year. Small
groups, however, are organized differently, allowing children to choose activities like
workshops and join specific groups for varying durations (morning, week). Despite this,
each child remains part of a home group overseen by designated adults.” (ECST3)

The following perspectives were shared by two ECE teachers:

“Small group enables you to meet and interact with almost everyone, providing the
stamina needed for this work. The positive impact on the children is evident.” (ECT6)

“Well, yes, I would say that smaller groups are more effective. We work in small groups.”
(ECTS)

“And especially the children who benefit from smaller groups will show up. They do not
gain as much from being in a large group.” (ECT6)

4.1.1.3. Content and Pedagogical Approaches
In this third category, the data suggest that special education teachers perceived content
and pedagogical approaches as potential triggers for children's interactions.
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For example, the following statements were made by ECE special education
teachers:

“Iwon’t discuss the content here. I'm curious about the importance of play. To me, play is
the most crucial aspect. It's about immersing in the child’s world, which doesn’t need
anything else. By engaging in play, we can achieve the educational goals we adults have
in mind. Ideally, children learn so much through play that they don't even realize it's part
of a structured learning process.” (ECST6)

“In terms of content. Play should be the focus as it fosters interaction. Adults should
actively participate in play rather than just supervising. When adults are involved,
children who struggle to join in can find a role and engage. Play should be complemented
by planned, high-quality activities involving art, exercise, and music, allowing children to
express themselves in diverse ways. After play, we need to gather together daily to reinforce
the sense of community. We must come together daily to ensure the children feel part of
the community. It's an adult’s job to keep in mind all the members of the group, including
those who are absent. There should be something fun and common that builds a sense of
group work and belonging. Common games and routines help everyone feel included and
enjoy being part of the group. This sense of belonging starts within the group and expands
to the larger kindergarten community.” (ECST10)

4.1.1.4. Support from the Environment and Resources
In this fourth category, the data indicate that many ECE and special education teachers
believed that all ECE centers should be equally well-equipped in terms of environment
and resources to effectively meet the diverse needs of every child.

This perspective is exemplified in the following excerpt from an ECE teacher:

“In my opinion, it would be better to allocate resources so that children can participate and
benefit more effectively. This would help them integrate better.” (ECT5)

For example, ECE special education teachers noted the following:

“I believe in the neighborhood school principle, where every ECE center should offer the
same level of ECE. People often choose specific centers for perceived advantages, but ideally,
all centers would follow the same principles and methods. This would ensure consistency
in the quality of care and education across all units.” (ECST3)

“We don’t have special or small groups. All children attend a nearby kindergarten.
Occasionally, individual support is considered elsewhere, but generally, support is
provided at the child’s local kindergarten.” (ECST6)
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“From a support perspective, in our municipality, the number of children needing support
doesn't reduce group sizes. Instead, additional resources are provided.” (ECST12)

4.1.2. Teachers' Role in Enhancing Children's Interactions in General Group Settings
To address the second research question, one primary category of triggers for children's
interactions was identified from the perspectives of ECE and special education teachers:
the teacher’s role. In this category, both ECE and special education teachers believed that
children's interactions can be improved by revising the placement policy for children
with SEN. Specifically, they advocated for integrating children with SEN into general
ECE centers and groups alongside their non-SEN peers. Additionally, the teachers
highlighted the importance of equipping all ECE centers to support interaction-focused
practices and recommended employing familiar adults—such as known substitute
teachers or other ECE staff —to foster a more stable and supportive environment for
interaction.
This perspective is illustrated in the following excerpt:

“Community and belonging to a group, the right to it, and equality are important.
Children who need support are in the same group as others, with their support needs
accommodated. This ensures every child feels equal and learns about differences, tolerance,
and acceptance. Special pedagogical methods are used based on the support needed, whether
in small group activities or individual tasks.” (ECST5)

“We are all human beings living in the same society, so there’s no need to classify us
differently. We have no special or small groups; all children attend a nearby kindergarten,
where support is organized.” (ECST6)

For example, two ECE teachers responded as follows:

“We have excellent resources, including four substitutes here in the house, so that
whenever someone is absent, the familiar adults come and go.” (ECTS)

“Children need to learn communication and cooperation skills from their parents through
facial expressions, gestures, and talk in daily activities. They also need a close relationship
with their parents.” (ECT4)

4.1.3. Distribution of Teachers’ Perspectives on Triggers for Children's Interactions
Table 3 presents the distribution of teachers’ perspectives on triggers for children's
interactions and strategies for enhancing these interactions, categorized into five thematic
areas. The category implementing inclusive participation strategies was identified as a key
factor by all 20 teachers. Using Small Group Activities was mentioned by 18 teachers.
Content and Pedagogical Approaches were cited by 12 teachers, while both Support from the
Environment and Resources and Teachers’ Roles were each noted by 14 teachers.
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4.2. Discussion

This study explores the perspectives of ECE and special education teachers on the triggers
that facilitate children's interactions in general group settings, using a
phenomenographic approach. The analysis identified five key categories: (a)
implementing inclusive participation strategies, (b) using small group activities, (c)
content and pedagogical approaches, (d) support from the environment and resources,
and (e) the teacher’s role.

In addition to these categories, the analysis revealed emerging best practices that
offer new ways to foster children's interactions. These include revising placement policies
for children with SEN in ECE settings and employing familiar adults as substitute
teachers or support staff. These practices align with the phenomenographic methodology
as described by Akerlind (2005) and Mann et al. (2007). Based on the results, the following
topics require more detailed discussion.

4.2.1. Inclusive Participation and Placement Policy as Triggers for Children’s
Interactions
Many ECE and special education teachers emphasized inclusive participation as a key
trigger for children's interactions. According to these teachers, the inclusion and
placement of children with SEN in mainstream ECE groups have the most significant
impact. They advocated for placing all children—regardless of their support needs—in
general groups, where they can participate at their own level, experience group
dynamics, and learn about diversity, tolerance, and acceptance. This inclusive
environment fosters a sense of belonging and encourages interaction. Importantly,
children with SEN must receive the necessary support within these settings to thrive.
These perspectives align with the ECE CC’s emphasis on participation (FNAE,
2022) and are supported by research showing that children with SEN benefit more from
inclusion in general groups than from placement in specialized settings (Lee et al., 2015).
Vakil et al. (2008) demonstrated that children with SEN—particularly those with
challenges in communication, play, and social engagement—benefit from daily
interactions with peers who possess strong social and communication skills. Jing et al.
(2017) and Trent et al. (2005) describe these peers as role models or playmates, facilitating
learning through observation, imitation, and social interaction. These findings also reflect
principles from social mechanisms and attachment theory, which suggest that children
learn how to form relationships, manage emotions, and provide comfort through peer
interactions (Jing et al., 2017; Kennedy, 2022). It is essential that ECE leaders recognize
the pedagogical implications of placement policies when forming child groups
(Ahtiainen et al., 2021; Fonsén et al., 2022).

4.2.2. Equitable Access to High-Quality Environments and Resources

Teachers also highlighted the importance of equitable access to high-quality
environments and resources as essential triggers for children's interactions. They noted
that some ECE centers currently lack the capacity to provide additional support. To
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address this, they recommended that all centers be equally equipped so that children can
attend ECE center close to home and interact with familiar peers. This would prevent the
concentration of children with SEN in specific centers.

These perspectives are supported by previous studies (Dukuzumuremyi &
Siklander, 2018; Hau et al., 2022; Siklander & Kangas, 2020; Siklander & Tornberg, 2024;
Trent et al.,, 2005), which emphasize that interaction triggers can stem from various
sources, including the physical environment, activities, nature, and social relationships.
Teachers also identified the presence of familiar adults—such as substitute teachers or
support staff —as a powerful trigger. Cullinane et al. (2024) found that familiar adults,
who understand children's individual needs and have established relationships with
them, foster enjoyable interactions and support learning, communication, creativity, and
exploration.

4.2.3. Small Group Activities, Content, and Pedagogical Approaches

The study further revealed that small group activities, along with thoughtfully designed
content and pedagogical strategies, are effective in promoting children's interactions.
These approaches help children build sustained relationships with peers and adults,
practice turn-taking, engage in joint play, and develop emotional regulation (Locchetta
et al., 2016). Research supports the use of small group activities in inclusive settings to
foster social interaction and a sense of community (Bee et al., 2022; Hau et al., 2020). Such
environments allow for scaffolding and inclusive participation (Syrjamaki et al., 2018).
Teachers emphasized that content should center on play and planned activities, which
enable children to form friendships, enjoy shared experiences, and develop a wide range
of skills—including language, art, science, music, and self-expression.

These findings are consistent with theoretical research (DeKlyen & Odom, 1989;
Kirova, 2016; Stanton-Chapman, 2014; Syrjamaki et al., 2018), which highlights the role
of play in fostering both verbal and non-verbal interactions. Boe et al. (2022) further
demonstrated that guided activities help children explore, learn, and develop essential
social and cognitive skills.

5. Recommendations

One limitation of this study should be acknowledged: the findings are based solely on
teachers’ self-reported data and do not include the perspectives of children themselves.
To gain a more comprehensive understanding of interaction dynamics in inclusive ECE
settings, future research should explore children’s experiences directly —particularly in
group environments that include children with multiple support needs. Our forthcoming
study will focus specifically on the opportunities for children with multiple support
needs to engage in learning through peer interactions. Additionally, incorporating the
perspectives of guardians will be essential. Their insights can provide valuable contextual
information and further enrich our understanding of how to support meaningful and
inclusive interactions among all children in ECE settings.
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6. Conclusion

This study successfully achieved its aim by identifying the diverse perspectives of early
childhood education (ECE) and special education teachers regarding the triggers that
facilitate children's interactions. It highlighted a range of effective practices that teachers
believe can significantly enhance peer interactions in general group settings, including
among children with and without special educational needs (SEN). The findings have
important implications for ECE and special education professionals seeking to promote
inclusive and socially engaging learning environments. Furthermore, this study
contributes to the broader body of literature on inclusive education and offers valuable
insights for teacher preparation programs in higher education.
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Appendix
Table 3: The distribution of teachers’ perspectives on triggers for children's interactions (n=20)
Research
Research Question One Question
Teachers Imolementi Two
IDs prementing Using Small Content and Support from the
inclusive . . Teacher’s
participation GTOPP Pedagogical Environment and Roles
. Activities Approaches Resources
strategies
ECST1 v v
ECST2 v v v v
ECST3 v v v
ECST4 v v
ECST5 v v v v
ECST6 v v v v
ECST7 v v v v
ECSTS v v v v v
ECST9 v
ECST10 4 v v
ECST11 v v v v v
ECST12 v v v v v
ECT1 v v v v v
ECT2 v v v v v
ECT3 v v v v
ECT4 v v v v
ECT5 v v v v v
ECT6 v v v v
ECT7 v v v v
ECTS v v v v v
Total 20 18 12 14 14
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