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ABSTRACT  
In the international context, including children with diverse needs and 
backgrounds in early childhood settings is at the heart of education 
policy and planning. Nevertheless, a lack of a consistent and clear 
definition of inclusive education will leave the concept wide open for 
different interpretations and sometimes misinterpretations, which 
potentially leads to exclusionary practices in the name of inclusion. 
Our study examined how early childhood inclusion is defined in 
China, Germany and the UK. Peer-reviewed studies between 2000 
and 2020 were systematically examined under the framework of the 
four dimensions of inclusion of ‘access, acceptance, participation and 
achievement’. 15 studies were selected that showed various aspects 
of the definition. Discussions on the inconsistent and tokenism 
definition of inclusion from various stakeholders are presented. 
Implications for future research and practice are discussed.
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Introduction

Definition of inclusion – issues and confusion, in interpretations

The definition of inclusive education has been adopted and interpreted to mean different 
agendas, strategies, approaches and models of provision (Göransson and Nilholm 2014; 
Nilholm and Göransson 2017; Slee 2011). As Grosche (2015) stated, ‘the terminological 
ambiguity and the resulting lack of adequate operationalization of inclusion are great 
challenges for empirical educational research on inclusion’ (18). Meanwhile, although 
the ratification of the UNCRPD has been achieved in many countries, the unclear 
definition poses great challenges for consistent implementation of inclusive education 
since no common goals can be drawn in educational policy-making (Krischler, Powell, 
and Pit-Ten Cate 2019; Powell, Edelstein, and Blanck 2016). While there are continuous 
efforts to develop a universal definition of inclusion (Nilholm and Göransson 2017; 
Shyman 2015), the concept remains ambiguous, unclear and incomprehensive when 
examined in individual countries (Krischler, Powell, and Pit-Ten Cate 2019).
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Although the United Nations Salamanca Statement, UNESCO’s ‘Education for All’, 
EU Commission and many other international organisations intend to adopt a 
broader approach that goes beyond ‘special needs’ to conceptualise inclusive education 
comprehensively, referring to equality, discrimination and social inclusion (Miles and 
Singal 2010; Thomas 2013; UNESCO 1994), predominant studies and reviews identify 
that ‘inclusion’ is typically synonymous with ‘special needs’, a narrow definition of 
inclusion that deals with children with disabilities or special educational needs (Hardy 
and Woodcock 2015; Haug 2014; Wolff et al. 2021).

In understanding a global phenomenon like inclusive education, one should consider 
the specific cultural and historical contexts in which inclusive education takes place 
(Artiles and Dyson 2005; Richardson and Powell 2011) so that potential scientific pro
gress in identifying successful practices will more likely be generated (Krischler, 
Powell, and Pit-Ten Cate 2019). Thus, short descriptions of the social and historical back
grounds and the current status of the definition from the perspective of China, Germany 
and the UK are discussed first.

Definition in China

The conceptualisation of inclusive education in the Chinese policy framework is con
tested, inconsistent and confusing (Tan 2020). Until now, there is no consistent trans
lation of the term ‘inclusion’: either as ‘Ronghe’ meaning ‘fusion, mixture or merging’ 
or ‘Quanna’ meaning ‘all in’, which were applied interchangeably to refer to inclusion 
in policies, research and practice despite their subtle differences (Tan et al. 2021). Chil
dren with visual, hearing/speech and intellectual disabilities ‘learning in the regular class
room (LRC)’ served as the main form of inclusion at all levels of schools for the past four 
decades since LRC was introduced (Yan and Deng 2019).

‘The People’s Republic of China on Protection of Disabled Persons Act’ and ‘Edu
cational Guidelines for People with Disabilities’ stated that children with disabilities 
have the right to attend public early childhood programmes, LRC on the early childhood 
level only started until the beginning of twenty-first century as Shanghai proposed the 
concept of ‘Early Care and Inclusive Education’ (Hu and Szente 2010) despite the gov
ernment ratifying the UNCRPD in 2008. In 2021, early childhood inclusion was encour
aged at the 13th National People’s Congress (NPC). Nevertheless, all the national and 
regional legislations advocating for inclusive education have not addressed the definition. 
‘LRC’ is more of a pragmatic strategy to cope with the limited educational opportunity 
for children with disabilities, thus differing from the international understanding of 
inclusion that is grounded in liberal democracy with individualism value and ensures 
every child’s right to education (An, Hu, and Horn 2018). It fails to provide equitable 
and appropriate education for all children, showing a very limited response to the inter
national advocacy towards inclusive education (Deng and Poon-McBrayer 2004).

Definition in the UK

In the UK, inclusion is a multi-faceted term and has a wide range of definitions. The 
concept evolved from special education, integration and inclusion (Francisco, 
Hartman, and Wang 2020; Williams-Brown and Hodkinson 2020). The concept of 
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integration was first coined and defined in the ‘Warnock Report’ (1979) that rec
ommended children with disabilities and special needs to be placed in mainstream 
schools. Further in 1994, the ‘Salamanca Statement’ introduced the term inclusion 
extending the concept to more than children with SEND, acknowledging the unique 
needs of all children, their families and professionals. This emphasis on diversity and 
inclusion has been highlighted and is related to the policies and legislation, especially 
in the ‘Equality Act (2010)’.

The UK consists of four countries – England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. 
The focus of the concept is on SEND and other aspects of diversity that vary in the 
countries although they are influenced by each other and their social, cultural and pol
itical contexts (Beaton and Black-Hawkins 2014). England focuses on SEND and a 
wide range of categories of diversity especially reflecting on the society in different 
parts of England; Wales emphasises cultural and linguistic diversity (especially Welsh 
language and culture); Northern Ireland highlights ethnic and religious diversity, and 
Scotland relates to narrative of community and equality for all.

Definition in Germany

Like many countries, the debate on inclusion strongly interrelates with the one on inte
gration in Germany (Werning 2014), by ratification of the ‘UNCRPD’ in 2006. The trans
lation of ‘inclusion’ used in the Salamanca Statement 1994 to ‘Integration’ reflects the 
high historical relevance of this term in the German context and the controversial 
relationship between the two terms (Albers 2011; Werning 2014). While inclusion first 
focused on the mainstreaming of children with special needs, the term integration 
referred to a joint education of children with and without special needs. Klein et al. 
stated that ‘integrative processes’ (Klein et al. 1987) are not static and do not refer to 
an integration of the single child within the setting, but take place on multiple levels: 
the individual level, the interactional, the institutional and societal level.

Concerning the current context of the early childhood sector, the terms integration 
and inclusion still are relevant a refer to different dimensions (Rothe et al. 2020). On 
an institutional level, it is an integrative system that focuses on children with ‘Einglieder
ungshilfe’ (Integration assistance),1 and is provided by different forms of integration in 
regular settings. It refers to a more ideological dimension and is acknowledged in con
ceptualisations on different educational levels, the Federal states (early childhood curri
cula/‘Bildungs  – und Orientierungspläne, Education and orientation plans’), the 
different providers (Caritas, AWO), as well as the individual institution.

Why the three countries

China and Germany share a similar long-existing parallel structure of special and inclus
ive education and a tradition of a medical understanding of disability (Tan et al. 2021), 
while the UK is well-known for its strong advocacy for a broader understanding of 
inclusion. Meanwhile, Germany and the UK have similar inclusion development from 
disability to integration and to inclusion with the former still using the terms integration 
and inclusion interchangeably, while the discussion of inclusion focuses mainly on dis
ability in China. Thus, it would be interesting to highlight the similarities and differences 
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in the historical and social contexts of these three countries and their influence on the 
definition of inclusion. Lastly, considering the authors’ previous research on those 
countries and are most familiar with their inclusion process, it seems justified to select 
those three countries.

The guiding framework and research question

Together with Dyson, Howes, and Roberts (2002) and Göransson and Nilholm 
(2014), more studies that succeeded in establishing factors that increase levels of 
inclusion in schools and/or classrooms while defining inclusion are advocated. In 
response to this, we applied the four dimensions of ‘access, acceptance, participation 
and achievement’ by Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson (2006) and Artiles and Kozleski 
(2016) as the guiding framework while examining empirical studies from China, 
Germany and the UK from 2000 to 2020. This framework resonates with the 
diverse social, cultural and political contexts of different countries and relates to 
the children, their families and staff while defining inclusion. We formulated the 
research question: How is inclusion in the early childhood context in China, 
Germany and the UK defined? We want to examine how children and their families 
are experiencing inclusion through accessing, being accepted, participating and 
achieving in the settings. While acknowledging the countries’ socio  – political 
and cultural contexts, we aim to explore their impact on the definition of inclusion 
at different layers of policy and practice.

Some terms related to the provision and workforce vary in the three countries. To 
enhance the consistency of the understanding of those terminologies, it is important 
to clarify them. Firstly, while in the global context, early childhood refers to the period 
of children from birth to 8, we decided to focus on children from age 2 to 6, a synthesis 
reached considering the different age groups of the three countries’ early childhood set
tings. Secondly, the term ‘professionals’ is used as a common term to refer to the prac
titioners working in early childhood settings.

Method

Literature search and eligibility criteria

The following electronic databases were used to find an initial set of relevant literature 
published between 2000 and 2020: EBSCO host Database, British Education Index; Edu
cation Source, ERIC, Pedocs, Proquest and Google Scholar. We also searched different 
journals: International Journal of Inclusive Education, European Early Childhood Edu
cation and Research Journal, specialist journals and books.

Our primary key search words are: ‘inclusion’, ‘inclusive education’ (‘inclusive*’); 
‘children’, ‘Early childhood’, ‘early childhood settings*’, ‘kindergartens*’, ‘early child
care’, ‘childcare’, ‘diversity’, ‘diverse*’, ‘difference’, ‘access’, ‘acceptance’, ‘participation’, 
‘achievement’, ‘China’, ‘Germany’, ‘UK’. We used Boolean search terms (AND, OR) 
and wildcards (such as the asterisk) to double-check results and made sure that combi
nations and alternative forms of the keywords were searched. Our searches were 
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conducted between February 2020 and June 2020, so the set of articles we found rep
resent those referenced in databases before June 2020.

The initial search yielded the following articles: 106 articles in China, 247 articles in 
Germany and 1005 articles in the UK. We then carefully reviewed the titles and abstracts 
of all the searched articles and made sure that there were full texts available for each of the 
articles. We then selected the literature that met all the following five inclusion criteria: 

1. Published between 2000 and 2020
2. Reported an empirical study (using quantitative, qualitative or mixed-method design)
3. Discussing the concept of inclusion
4. Focusing on the early childhood level
5. Focusing on China/Germany/the UK (any of the four countries)

After this first filtering, 100 articles remained: 26 articles from China, 40 articles from 
Germany and 34 articles from the UK. For the next round, we developed the following 
two exclusion criteria to narrow down our selection that addressed the definition of 
inclusion at the early childhood level in the three countries. Specifically, we excluded 
articles that 

1. Were not published in peer-reviewed journals
2. Did not focus on or address perceptions or definitions (or the notions/concepts) of 

inclusion

For the final round, 85 articles (including 21 of the 26 articles from China, 36 of 40 
articles from Germany and 28 of 34 articles from the UK) were excluded, leaving 15 
articles. Specifically, 45 articles (10 from China, 24 from Germany and 11 from the 
UK) did not address the definitions (or notions/perceptions) of inclusion on the 
early childhood level. 38 articles (two from China, 19 from Germany and 17 from 
the UK) are not peer-reviewed. Apart from this, there are several other reasons for 
the exclusion of the articles in China: seven of them did not focus on mainland 
China (six on Hong Kong and one on Taiwan); two focused on the definition of 
inclusion both on the early childhood and the primary and secondary school levels. 
Lastly, we identified five articles from China, four articles from Germany and six 
from the UK.

Article coding procedure

Articles were reviewed starting with the most recent year (2020) and moving backwards. 
Specifically, guided by the framework of the ‘access, acceptance, participation and 
achievement’, the full text of the retained articles was independently coded by the 
three researchers to identify data relevant to the research questions: the definition of 
inclusive education in the early childhood level. Specifically, articles were coded for infor
mation related to Authors (year, country); aims of the study, methodology, key findings 
and dimensions of inclusion. We then sat together via six different Zoom sessions (each 
lasting around three hours) to review all codes to determine consistency between the 
descriptions provided by each coder. All codes were thoroughly discussed until all 
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researchers agreed that all pertinent information was included and consensus was 
established.

Results

15 studies (five from China, four from Germany and six from the UK) were identified to 
answer the research question (see Table 1). Eight of the 15 studies applied a qualitative 
approach, three used a mixed method and four applied a quantitative design. Research 
methods included interviews, questionnaires, observations, qualitative secondary analysis, 
video-cued ethnography and document analyses. The timeline of the selected studies 
showed that inclusive education at the early childhood level was discussed in the UK 
(2004–2020) several years earlier compared to China (2012–2017) and Germany (2012–2020).

By extracting outcome information about the different dimensions of defining inclus
ive education within each article, commonalities were identified based on key passages in 
the text and summarised in thematically overarching categories in relation to the four 
dimensions of the guiding framework. Those studies highlighted the different perspec
tives of professionals, parents and children on early inclusive education across the 
three countries.

The dimension of access

Studies (1, 3, 4 and 5) from China and studies (12, 13, 14 and 15) from the UK have a 
stronger focus on children and parents’ access to early childhood settings while 
defining inclusion compared to the German study (8). Children’s perspective was dis
cussed in four categories: physical access; access to activity and programme design; 
access to curriculum and assessment and access to qualified professionals. Firstly, the 
lack of physical access addressed the inadequate infrastructural features of early child
hood settings (e.g. lack of elevators; limited classroom size) (1, 4, 5 and 7). Secondly, 
although Tobin (2020) discussed how some UK professionals paid attention to construct
ing a culturally sensitive classroom environment (15), children’s lack of access to activity 
and programme structure (e.g. lack of culturally relevant books) was widely identified 
from other settings in China (1 and 5) and the UK (15). Thirdly, children’s lack of 
access to curriculum and assessment was addressed in China (4) and the UK (14). 
Lastly, Tobin (2020) highlighted the lack of children’s access to qualified professionals, 
indicating professionals’ lack of training in cultural knowledge and inclusive education.

The dimension of acceptance

The dimension of acceptance was widely discussed, showing that children with SEN and 
from im/migrant backgrounds and their parents were not fully accepted in early child
hood settings. Firstly, inclusion is only applicable to certain groups. While German 
parents and professionals questioned the optimal support for children with speech devel
opmental delay (6), UK professionals viewed children with learning difficulties should 
not be included since ‘they could create an uncomfortable environment’ (Clough and 
Nutbrown 2004, 311). Furthermore, children’s inclusion depended on ‘the degree of 
their condition’, for example, ‘a child with severe autism would be too disruptive and 
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affect the learning process for the rest of the children’ (Clough and Nutbrown 2004, 311). 
Secondly, different stakeholders, such as parents of children without SEN in China, are 
less accepting of children with SEN compared to parents of children with SEN (Hu et al. 
2017). Thirdly, while only the acceptance of children with SEN was discussed in China, 
some German and UK studies showed that children from im/migrant families were not 
accepted by their peers due to their different physical appearance and mother tongues (13 
and 15) and Tobin (2020) further criticised that professionals tend not to meet their 
parents’ needs.

The dimension of participation

The dimension of participation was frequently discussed from children, their parents and 
other stakeholders’ perspectives. Firstly, from the Chinese and German literature, the 
lack of children’s participation in different curricula, such as classroom activities, instruc
tions and games, was addressed (1, 4, 5, 7 and 8). Moreover, while Chinese children’s 
social interactions with peers and professionals and their engagement in different activi
ties were intensively discussed (1 and 2), Seele (2012) showed how German children with 
im/migration background actively negotiated their social position and peer interactions. 
Secondly, although parents’ involvement was perceived as important (5, 8, 10 and 13), 
there was a lack of such involvement in pedagogical decisions and children’s social 
lives (5, 8, 12 and 15), with one exception that UK parents being involved with 
specific conditions (10). While German and UK parents faced challenges participating 
in their children’s learning process and deciding suitable settings (8, 12, 13 and 15), 
Chinese parents complained about their low participation in deciding their children’s 
IEP (individual educational plans) (5). Thirdly, Tobin (2020) highlighted though being 
under-valued that the bicultural teaching staff’s participation served as key cultural 
and linguistic mediators for the inclusion of children from im/migration families.

The dimension of achievement

Children’s achievement was more frequently discussed in the Chinese (1, 2, 3 and 4) and 
UK (11, 12, 14 and 15) studies compared to the German ones (8), indicating different 
focuses while defining inclusion. Children’s academic achievement is much more men
tioned than their social and emotional achievement (e.g. social interactions), especially in 
the UK where three types of academic achievement were addressed. Firstly, Clough and 
Nutbrown (2004) discussed how age differs when children’s academic progress is 
assessed in the four UK countries: at the end of the foundation stage at 5 years in 
England and 7 years in Wales. Tobin (2020) further discussed how play could improve 
language acquisition among children from im/migration and refugee backgrounds. 
Moreover, Magennis and Richardson (2020) highlighted another type of achievement 
of enabling children to understand peace in Northern Ireland.

Discussions

This systematic literature review examines how inclusion is defined at the early child
hood level in China, Germany and the UK, part of the international effort to develop 
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a clear definition of inclusion (Göransson and Nilholm 2014; Haug 2017). Although the 
studies showed different stakeholders’ perspectives on inclusive education, only three 
studies examined children’s perspectives, which should be criticised considering children 
are the receivers of inclusive practices daily (Lindner and Schwab 2020). Future research 
should consider children more as the focus. We applied the four dimensions of ‘access, 
acceptance, participation and achievement’ to scan the literature systematically and the 
majority revealed that children and their parents experience a lack of one or more of 
the four dimensions. Our research further emphasises the importance of including 
different stakeholders especially parents and valuing children’s social achievement 
while defining inclusion using this framework. We further identified two themes regard
ing the definition: (1) inconsistent definition and (2) tokenistic inclusion.

Inconsistent definition

There is an inconsistency in the definition of inclusion while comparing the three 
countries. The references to categories of children included in the definitions varied. 
Agreeing with previous studies (Opertti, Walker, and Zhang 2014; Yan and Deng 
2019), the selected studies focused predominantly on the narrow definition of inclusion 
that deals with children with special needs/integrative status (Arduin 2015), especially 
those identified in China focusing on children with three types of disabilities (hearing, 
visual and intellectual disabilities). This narrow definition has been substantially criti
cised since it potentially draws attention to the deficiencies of individuals and creates bar
riers to individuals’ participation, rather than addressing wider contextual factors, social 
inequalities and structures (Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson 2006; Messiou 2017). Mean
while, the inclusion of children with (im)migration backgrounds was included in some 
German and UK studies, indicating a shift of the definition from a predominantly dis
ability-oriented one to addressing broader dimensions of the diversity of children (Equal
ity Act 2010; Werning 2019). Nevertheless, though Germany and the UK expressed an 
intention to realise inclusion following the broader definition, those studies indicated 
a lack of children and their families’ access, acceptance and active participation and 
achievement in the early childhood settings.

The inconsistent definition can also be seen within each country among different sta
keholders (Owen 2019), agreeing with Roberts and Simpson (2016). Administrators, 
parents of children with and without SEN, professionals as well as children showed 
inconsistent understanding of inclusive education: inclusion is perceived either as 
social equity or opportunity and privilege for certain groups.

Tokenism inclusion

The selected studies demonstrated a tokenism in inclusion definition on the early child
hood level by showing that inclusion is only valid with certain preconditions and only 
applicable to certain groups.

Firstly, tokenism in inclusion is revealed through how different stakeholders empha
sised the importance of certain preconditions to be realised before inclusion takes place. 
Though viewing inclusion positively, some professionals perceived it as being divorced 
from the realities of Chinese society (Hu et al. 2017) or claimed it to be realised in the 
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society before in the classroom (Lohmann, Hensen, and Wiedebusch 2017). Meanwhile, 
some claim that the support for parents and professionals should be first guaranteed 
before inclusion happens (Hu et al. 2017; Owen 2019).

Secondly, tokenism is also demonstrated when some professionals and administrators 
view inclusion as only valid for certain groups of children. Chinese general settings are 
only available for children with three types of disabilities, excluding children with 
other types of disabilities (e.g. children with ADHD or ASD) (Tan et al. 2021; Yan 
and Deng 2019). UK professionals viewed some children’s inclusion as dependent on 
the degree of their ‘conditions’ (Nutbrown and Clough 2004). Meanwhile, German pro
fessionals perceived that special educational services should be preferred for some chil
dren with an integrative status,2 especially those with delayed speech development, 
compared to the general settings (Lohmann, Hensen, and Wiedebusch 2017).

Limitations

One of the inclusion criteria examined peer-reviewed articles, leaving out a large chunk 
of literature especially those conducted in the German context since significant empirical 
inclusion studies are published in practitioner-oriented journals, monographs, edited 
books and other publication organs (Heimlich 2019). Moreover, the peer-review 
process and standards in China differ from those in the international context, so we 
only selected those that followed the international peer-review process.

Conclusions

Our study explores how early childhood inclusion is defined in China, Germany and the 
UK by examining literature from 2000 to 2020, the first systematic literature review 
applying an international comparison to examine the definition. It increases the aware
ness of the similarities and differences in the diverse cultural contexts in different 
countries and the relevance and importance of the concept of inclusion.

It can be concluded that early childhood inclusion is rarely defined as ‘a principled 
approach’ that focuses on increasing opportunities for all children to access settings, 
to be accepted by everyone, to participate in a wide range of activities as well as to 
achieve their best potential (Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson 2006; Mittler 2005), but 
rather a narrow conceptualisation that focuses on disability or special education 
(Wolff et al. 2021). Not including all dimensions while understanding inclusive education 
bears the risk of having a restricted perspective on inclusion and its realisation in research 
and practice. We thus advocate future researchers, policy-makers and practitioners to 
adopt inclusion as a ‘principled approach’ that cherishes inclusive values, such as 
equity, participation, community and respect for diversity in guiding overall policies 
and practice (Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson 2006; Messiou 2017) and accept the process 
of realising inclusion in its complexity and being persistent on the journey. We state 
that the four dimensions of inclusion – access, acceptance, participation and achievement 
– provide multileveled lenses to approach this reality in its complexity, which should 
serve as the basis of future inclusion research and practice.

Meanwhile, due to the three countries’ specific cultural and historical contexts, the 
focus of the definition differs from disability-oriented to examining broader dimensions 
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of children from im/migrated families though the latter is noticeably rare by comparison. 
It can be thus concluded that inclusion is a continuous process taking place on different 
levels, resulting in transient situational snapshots and can be experienced by the diverse 
recipients and stakeholders in a cumulation of inclusive and non-inclusive moments that 
even occur simultaneously. This knowledge of realising inclusion as an on-going process 
is valuable for practitioners to remember while experiencing frustrations or doubts in 
daily practice. Moreover, inclusive processes are embedded in particular socio-historical 
contexts that have context-specific consequences for the definition, understanding and 
meaning of inclusion (Rothe et al. 2016; Haug 2017). Inclusion in this regard needs 
locally embedded definitions and approaches. This understanding is fundamental for 
researchers and practitioners exploring intercultural understanding of inclusion and 
seeking for culturally sensitive and sustainable realisation of inclusive practice.

Notes

1. A form of assistance, corresponding with the institutionally approved special educational 
needs on school level.

2. Children with an integrative status are diagnosed as having a disability or are at risk of being 
disable if not supported intensively in their learning development.
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