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Purpose and Rationale:  Most of the studies on quality child care have concentrated on two aspects of quality: structure and process. Structural quality examines aspects such as teacher-child ratios, teachers’ education and experience levels or classroom curriculum.  Process quality looks at teacher-child interactions, which is pivotal and has a strong influence on child outcomes (Munro, 2007), especially within inclusive classrooms, where one might find differences in teachers’ interaction patterns based on the number of children with disabilities in the classroom and teachers’ preparation to work within inclusive environments.  

The purpose of this study was two- fold:  1) We specifically examined teachers interaction patterns with children with and without disabilities using various observational and self report measures; 2) We also compared if teachers interaction patterns with the children differed based on their position. For example, we compared interaction patterns across lead and assistant teachers

Methodology:  Observational instruments and surveys were both used to gather data. Observational instrument Teacher Child Interaction Scale (TCIS; Farran and Collins 1996) was employed to understand teachers’ interactions with the children. The Inclusion Survey (Mitchell, 2002) and Early Childhood Work Environment Survey (Bloom, 1989) examined teachers attitudes towards inclusion and work environments. 

Findings: Thirty two teachers working in public preschool classrooms participated in this study. Teachers on an average had worked in the field of early childhood for 12 years with a range of 1 – 35 years. All classrooms were inclusive in nature, having at least two children with identified disabilities. All lead teachers had a four year degree in early childhood or elementary/special education, while most of the assistant teachers’ had at least North Carolina Early Childhood Credential. 

Descriptive statistics, correlations and ANOVAs were used to analyze the different research questions. Results indicated that lead teachers have more quality (F(1, 32) =  6.47,  p =  .01) and developmentally appropriate interactions (F(1, 32) =  26.35,  p =  .00) with the children in the classroom than assistant teachers. However, teachers did not differ in their knowledge (F(1, 32)=1.30,p=.26) and attitude (F(1, 32)=.10,p=.75) towards inclusion or their perceptions of work environments (F(1, 32)=.09,p=.76). Lastly, teachers’ were categorized into two groups, high (Group 1) and low (Group 2) levels of educations based on their years of education. No differences were found across both these groups on any of the constructs. 

Conclusions and Implications: It was found that teacher structure does influence teachers’ practices, specifically teachers’ interaction patterns within inclusive preschool classrooms.  One may assume that lead teachers have more confidence in working with children with disabilities or take more initiatives to interact with all children in an appropriate fashion as compared to assistant teachers. Other non significant results may be due to the nesting structure of the classrooms; e.g. sometimes pairs of both lead and assistant teachers came from the same schools. Thus, teachers may have some shared experiences such as training opportunities in inclusion, incentives to attend conferences and availability of resources to support inclusion which might have influenced the results of this study. 
