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ABSTRACT:

Previous research shows that opportunities for shared interaction and play
are beneficial for both children with and without disabilities. However, chil-
dren with disabilities often experience limited opportunities to engage in play
with peers. This study aimed to get insight into how interaction between
children with profound multiple disabilities and children without disabilities
can be promoted. Actions to promote shared play were explored through
interviews with teachers and children in the course of a collaborative project
with teachers at a school for children with an intellectual disability, situat-
ed within a mainstream school. According to the interviewed teachers, play
could be promoted through adapting play rules, and materials, providing
adult support, developing communication potentials, and time for play. The
participating children without disabilities conveyed expressions of enjoyment
and expressed ideas of how to support children with disabilities and adapt ac-
tivities so that everybody could be a part of them. The results are discussed in
light of previous research on creating opportunities for shared play between
children with and without disabilities.

Keywords: interaction, play, stimulated recall, children with profound muiltiple
disabilities
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INTRODUCTION

Creating opportunities for interaction and play with
peers is essential for children’s development. Interaction
stimulates children’s social skills and is also important for
children’s language and cognitive development (Hartup,
2009). It also contributes to well-being and higher life
quality for both children with and without disabilities
(Garvey & Kroese, 1991; Knox & Hickson, 2001). Hav-
ing a friend with a disability may influence children’s inter-
est in diversity and encourage children to show acceptance
towards persons with disabilities in general (Diamond et
al., 1997). Studies show though that interaction between
children with and without disabilities occurs seldom.
Previous research shows that children with disabilities ex-
press feelings of loneliness and exclusion (Woodgate et al.,
2020) and participate less in interaction with their peers
than children without disabilities (Brown et al., 1999; Di-
amond et al., 2008). Children interact more often with
adults that with peers and interact seldom, if activities are
not well structured (Brown et al., 1999; Guralnick, 1999;
Clarke & Wilkinson, 2007; Hall & McGregor, 2000;
Rehm & Bradley, 2006; Chung et al., 2012).

It is therefore important to study how interaction be-
tween children with and without disabilities can be pro-
moted. Research on interaction between children with
and without disabilities has identified different factors
that are important for interaction to work well (Carter
et al., 2010; Chung et al., 2012). There is however not
enough research on children with profound multiple dis-
abilities (PMID), who have an intellectual disability in
combination with physical disability, hearing or vision
disability (Nijs & Maes, 2014). These children’s disabil-
ities put higher requirements on adapting the interaction
and creating opportunities for shared play (Wilder, 2014).

The aim of this study was to get insight into teachers’
and children’s views of interaction between children with
profound multiple disabilities and children withithout
disabilities. The research questions are (a) What actions,
according to the participating teachers, are important to
create opportunities for shared play between children
with and without disabilities? (b) What are the experi-
ences of play activities by children without disabilities?
(c) What do teachers view as benefits of activities that
promote interaction and shared play between children
with and without disabilities?

Literature review
Children with profound multiple disabilities have lim-
itations in cognitive functioning combined with physical

disability, and vision- and/or hearing impairments. The
disability influences their possibilities to communicate
with others, understand social signals in interaction, to
express social behaviors, such as waving or smiling in
time (Nijs et al., 2016a; Nijs et al., 2016b). While par-
ents and professionals express that social relations are an
important dimension in the lives of persons with PIMD
(Nijs et al., 2016a), communication at the pre-symbol-
ic level makes it difficult to express one’s needs and be
understood by others (Nijs et al., 2016a; 2018). Rela-
tions with peers and friends are important for children’s
well-being, health, and quality of life (Garvey & Kroese,
1991; Knox & Hickson, 2001; Nijs et al., 2016b). There-
fore, it is important to investigate how opportunities for
interaction and shared play with peers can be created.

Promoting possibilities for interaction and shared play
between children with and without disabilities
Previous research has identified several pedagogical ac-
tivities and environmental features to promote interac-
tion and shared play between children with and without
disabilities. In a study of interaction between children
with autism and children with typical development
(Gunn et al., 2014) the researchers found that chil-
dren interacted more in semi-structured activities than
in free activities. For children with autism, semi-struc-
tured activities, chosen concerning children’s interests,
have shown to increase interest in interaction with peers
(Koegel et al., 2012). The same concerns children with
an intellectual disability or autism who use alternative
and augmentative communication and who seldom par-
ticipate in common activities with children without dis-
abilities unless the activities are well structured (Clarke
& Wilkinson, 2007; Hall & McGregor, 2000; Chung
etal., 2012).

Several literature reviews on intervention studies
aim to facilitate interaction between children with and
without disabilities. In a review by Carter et al. (2010),
researchers found that interventions with a focus on so-
cial skills training for children with disabilities and their
peers have shown to be effective in facilitating interac-
tion. The same results are shown in a review by Chung,
Carter, and Cisco (2012). Chung and colleagues outline
that focus on peers has a big potential, as communication
partners who can recognize a child’s initiative to interact
can more easily support a child in interaction. However,
the researchers point to a lack of studies concerning the
use of AAC and the possibilities of integrating AAC into
an intervention in order to facilitate interaction among

children (Chung et al., 2012).
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In previous research, the importance of the pedagog-
ical environment and the role of teachers have been de-
scribed. Crawford et al. (2014) have made an overview
of studies that focused on inclusion in play for children
with physical disabilities. They have identified two major
factors: an adult as a supervisor and environmental fac-
tors. The factors that concern adults as supervisor include
actions to adapt play with regard to children’s needs, to
give children space for play and to encourage self-aware-
ness, as well as to promote justice, equity and interac-
tion. The factors related to environmental factors include
physical environment, type of toys and type of activity.

In previous reserach the teachers are assigned an im-
portant role in creating of possibilities for interaction.
When teacher introduced activities, assigned roles and
equiped children with materials, it resulted in increased
interaction between children with and without disabilities
(Hestenes & Carroll, 2000). Adults can facilitate interac-
tion by acting as a model for how social interaction occurs,
encouraging cooperation and supporting interaction that
is initiated (Hestenes & Carroll, 2000), or by prompting
children on actions in play (Hestenes & Carroll, 2000).
Actions involving preview of activities as preparation for
play have also shown to be important for children with
autism (Gengoux, 2015). Teachers may scaffold interac-
tion between children with and without disabilities by
supporting and encourating children’s peer-directed be-
haviors (Nijs et al., 2018). Stanton-Chapman (2015) has
conducted several studies of interaction between children
with and without disabilities. She makes the following
conclusions: teachers can prepare the physical environ-
ment by choosing appropriate toys, teachers can help chil-
dren to enter and exit play, comment in order to support
interaction, observe and make new interventions based on
observation. For example, several studies have shown that
interaction between children with and without disabilities
can be hindered by the vicinity of an assistant (Kim, 2005;
Harris, 2011). To summarize, in previous research a num-
ber of actions to promote shared play between children
with and without disabilities have been identified, as ar-
ranging physical environment and play materials and cre-
ating semi-structured play activities. Adults’ role in mod-
elling, encouraging and prompting children in play has
been emphasized. However, few studies exist on adults’
actions to promote shared play for children with profound
multiple disabilities, who often rely on augmentative and
alternative communication. This study intends to contrib-
ute to the field of research by exploring teachers’ views of
pedagogical actions to promote shared play with children
with profound multiple disabilities.

Peers’ perceptions of shared play

In creating opportunities for shared play between children
with and without disabilities it is important to know of
peers’ perceptions of play. Peers’ understanding of shared
play with children with disabilities have been explored
in several studies (Hestenes & Carroll, 2000; Diamond
et al., 1997; Diamond & Hong, 2010; Diamond & Tu,
2009). Gasser, Malti and Buholzer (2014) have conduct-
ed studies of how children reasoned about their decisions
to include children in play through fictious stories. The
researchers found that children based their decisions on
the reasonnings of moral, as well as equal rights. Younger
children tended to take more excluding decisions than
children in older age. Reasoning about decisions to in-
clude or exclude children in play change with age as
children develop socially and cognitively (Gasser et al.,
2014). Besides, in complex everyday life situations peers
may be constrained by their classmates’ responses and
attitudes (Mulvey et al., 2020) as well as the moral and
social norms and the group’s functioning and the activity
at hand (Gasser et al., 2014).

The importance of activity is highlighted in a study by
Diamond, Hong and Tu (2008). The researchers inter-
viewed children aged 6 years old about their decisions to
include or exclude children with disabilities. They found
that childrens” decisions were related to requirements in
an activity. For example, peers tended to include children
with a physical disability in an activity that did not re-
quire a physical activity. Researchers have found similar
results in other studies (Diamond, 1993; Diamond et al.,
2008). An activity can suggest hindrances or facilitators
for different types of interactions. For example, talking
to each other is more likely to occur during pretend play
than during play that requires motor activity (Hestenes
& Carroll, 2000). Research on peer’s understandings of
play with children with disabilities points to the com-
plexity of peers’ decisions to include or exclude and out-
lines the importance of creating activities accessible to
all children, irrespective of disability. The possibilities of
creating such activities and peers’ perceptions of the ac-
tivities are further in focus for this pilot study.

METHOD

This pilot study was conducted in close collaboration
with two teachers at a school for children with PMID.
Ethical guidelines were followed throughout the whole
study and an ethical trial was approved by the Nation-
al Ethical Authority (2016/383). In collaboration with
researchers, the teachers constructed four activities in
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Table 1. The list of play activities, created in collaboration between teachers and researcher, as well as adaptations
in activities and data collection in connection to every activity

Play activity Description

Adaptations for children
with disabilities

Collected data

My place is better Children sit down. The play
starts by one child approaching
another and saying “My place is
good, but yours is better”. The
approached child has to leave
his or her space to the child and

takes turn in approaching other

Children are on the floor instead
of chairs.

Video-recorded activity
Teacher interview with
stimulated recall
Interview with children

children.

Cat and fish Children sit together in a ring. Augmentative and alternative Video-recorded activity
One child acts a “cat”, moves communication device allowing Teacher interview with
around and approaches each children to communicate. stimulated recall
peer with “Miau”. Each child Interview with children
shows his or her own hands to
show whether he or she has a
toy fish.

Bingo dance The children are moving around Children with disabilities have Video-recorded activity
in a room and each child has a access to wheelchairs and Teacher interview with
card with a picture on it. Children | walkers. stimulated recall
who have matching cards, dance Interview with children
together.

Boccia The children are divided into two | Each team consisted of children | Video-recorded activity

teams. The team that throws
balls as near to the outlined
target as possible wins.

with and without disabilities.
Peers assisted children with
disabilities to throw balls with the
help of a groove.

Teacher interview with
stimulated recall
Interview with children

which children with PMID and children without dis-
abilities participated. The two collaborating teachers
were interviewed with the help of interviews using the
interview method of stimulated recall after each activity.
The children without disabilities were interviewed after
the activities. Two teachers of children with PMID and
teachers of children without disabilities were interviewed
about their views of the benefits of the created activities
for the participating children. The activities and their
short description as well as data collected in connection
to each activity are presented in Table 1.

Participants

The participants in the project included two teachers
from a school for children with an intellectual disabili-
ty and two teachers from a mainstream school, located
within one compulsory school. This educational setting
was chosen as the teachers contacted the researcher with
a question about how inclusion could be promoted at
this specific school. The teachers were between 45 and
60 years old and had worked at the school for 25 to 35
years. Four children with profound multiple disabilities,
aged eight to ten years old participated in the study. In

addition to intellectual disability, the children had mul-
tiple disabilities, including physical and sensory disabili-
ties. Four children without disabilities participated in the
activities. The children were six years old and attended
preschool classes.

Data collection

As seen in Table 1, the data collection encompassed inter-
views with two teachers of children with PMID using the
procedure of stimulated recall (Stough & Palmer, 2003;
Malva et al., 2023) as well as interviews with four teach-
ers of children with and without disabilities. In addition,
group interviews with four participating peers without
disabilities were conducted after each activity.

Interviews with teachers

Teachers of children with PMID were interviewed about
their views of pedagogical actions to promote play activ-
ities during recurrent meetings with the researcher. Stim-
ulated recall method was used, in which teachers and the
researcher viewed the video-recordings of the play activi-
ties and the teachers could stop the recordings and spon-
taneously share their views of actions they undertook to
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promote play, while the researcher’s role was to listen and
ask follow-up questions (Stough & Palmer, 2003). This
interview method allows to get a deeper understanding of
teachers’ pedagogical knowledge and their instructional
decisions in the moment (Malva et al., 2023).

After the project the two teachers of children with
PMID and the two teachers of children without disabili-
ties were interviewed about their views of the benefits of
shared play activities between the children. In accordance
with the qualitative interview method (Kvale & Brink-
man, 2014), the teachers could decide on the place and
time for the interviews and the researcher emphasized the
value of teachers’ knowledge and expertise on children’s
play and interaction and was responsive to the teachers’
unique experiences.

Interviews with the children without disabilities
Interviews with the children were conducted after the play
activities and took 4-5 minutes. In conducting interviews
with children the importance of informal conversations
rather than formal interviews is emphasized (Doverborg
& Pramling Samuelsson, 2002). Also, the importance of
having themes rather than questions is emphasized, as
well as covering themes through different types of ques-
tions, and follow-up questions to enable children to de-
velop their thoughts. It is also important to adapt one’s
language. The issues of power are problematized and the
researcher must emphasize that he or she is interested in
children’s ideas on the topic and not that children are
expected to give the correct answer (Sebstad & Lekken,
1995; Skénfors, Lofdahl, & Higglund, 2009).

Therefore, the researcher introduced the interview by
asking the children about the play activity and whether
they enjoyed it. After the introduction, the children were
asked several questions concerning two themes, whether
they thought the children with PMID enjoyed the activi-
ty and their suggestions of how the activity could be done
so that all the children, including children with PMID,
could be a part of it.

Data analyses

The interviews with both teachers and children were
transcribed verbatim and qualitative analysis was con-
ducted (Miles et al., 2014). The descriptive coding phase
involved reading through each interview to identify re-
curring patterns in conversations with the children and
assigning descriptive codes to the data. Then, several de-
scriptive codes were clustered together to create pattern
codes, which were more inferential in nature. In this pro-
cess, some smaller codes were subsumed into larger codes.

RESULTS

The results are described concerning the three research
questions guiding the study, in which teachers’ views of
pedagogical actions to promote play activities as well as
the benefits of these activities for their children are re-
ported alongside experiences and ideas about play ex-
pressed by children without disabilities.

Teachers’ pedagogical actions to create opportunities
Jor shared play between children with and without
disabilities

Stimulated recall interviews with the teachers revealed
several actions to promote play activities encompassing
creating alternative play rules, adapting materials, pro-
viding adult support, creating communication poten-
tials, and allowing time for activities.

Rules for play activities

In two of three play activities, the teachers reflected on
the rules of the activities that are well-known for chil-
dren in general but may be hindering and limiting par-
ticipation for children with PMID. For example, viewing
the play activity “My place is better”, the teachers point-
ed out that changing seats is difficult for children with
PMID and it would be better to change objects instead of
sitting. Watching the activity “Cat and Fish”, the teachers
reflected that the participating children with PMID felt
uneasy putting their hands behind the back and suggest-
ed that the rules could be changed to having hands on
the knees and the stomach instead.

Materials for play activities

In two of three play activities, the teachers discussed the
possibilities of adapting materials to make the activities
accessible for the children with PMID. When watching
the activity “Cat and Fish”, the teachers discussed the
possibility of using a more tangible object to represent
the fish instead of a printed picture of a fish. Watching
the activity “Bingo dance” the teachers pointed out that
instead of wheelchairs the children with PMID could use
a walker that could enable them to be more active in the
dance.

Adult support

Adult support was described by the teachers as important
in creating opportunities for shared play. When watching
the activity “Cat and Fish”, the teachers took notice of
adults being present in near proximity to a child with
PMID contributing to a feeling of safety and taking care
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of the childs specific needs, for example, wiping the run-
ning nose. On the other hand, the teachers also expressed
that adult support could limit opportunities for peer
interaction. Watching the activity “Bingo dance”, the
teachers viewed adult support as problematic, when one
of the teacher assistants danced with a child with PMID
hindering interaction with peers.

Communication potentials in play

In all three activities, the teachers discussed communica-
tion potentials between children with and without dis-
abilities that are either created or missed out on in the
activities. For example, watching the activity “Cat and
Fish”, in which the children with PMID were supported
by a speech device that the children could press to utter
“Miau” to initiate the game, but the speech device was
not pre-programmed to utter “No” to respond to oth-
er children’s initiatives in the play activity. Watching the
same activity, the teachers also noted that the commu-
nicative interchanges between children were too quick
for the children with PMID to respond. They expressed
a need to encourage peers to come closer to their play
partners with PMID, to be able to attract children’s at-
tention through eye contact or physical contact. Similar
challenges were also identified in the activities “My Place
is Better” and “Bingo Dance”, in which the teachers
pointed to the need to create opportunities for shared
attention between children, by mentioning children by
names to catch peers’ attention (“My place is better”) or
adapting the assistive technology to create opportunities
for interaction by encouraging face-to-face contact.

Time for play

Time was discussed as an important factor in the activities
as it took time for the children with PMID to take their
turns in the activities, which were often characterized by
a high tempo. In the activity “My place is better”, the
teachers reflected that it took time for the children with
PMID to move to another place as a response to a peer’s
utterance “Your place is Better”. In the three activities, the
teachers reflected that it could facilitate the participation
of children with PMID if the children had the opportuni-
ty to “pre-play” the activities with adult support.

How did the children without disabilities experience
the play activities?

After the play activities, the children without disabilities
were asked the questions about whether everybody had
fun in the activities and how the activities could be adapt-
ed so that everybody could be involved in the activities.

The children expressed that they thought everybody
had fun in the activities. In their descriptions of the activ-
ities, the children focused on children with PMID doing
things and their expressions of joy. For example, being
asked about how their play partner with PMID enjoyed
the activity, one child uttered: “.. she laughed when she
did it, she laughed and she giggled”.

Concerning the question of how the activity could be
adapted so that everybody is a part of the play the chil-
dren discussed how to help the children with PIMD, for
example, “we helped him, first, you put the ball in the pipe
and then he can take it and then he can let it go when he
wanted to”, or ”you put the pipe in his hand and then you
say let it go’ and then they let it go”.

The children also talked about adapting the environ-
ment for play, for example in the interview after the ac-
tivity “Cat and Fish” in which the children sat in a circle,
one child exclaimed: “We can make a big circle, not such a
small circle but a big circle’.

What were the teachers’ views of the benefits of play ac-
tivities for both children with and without disabilities?
Both teachers of children with PMID and teachers of
children without disabilities experienced that the con-
tact created between children with and without disabili-
ties continued after the project. The teachers of children
without disabilities pointed out that the children talked
about their experiences in the classroom and that inter-
actions between the children continued, as illustrated in
the excerpt below.

“[ see and hear that our children recognize the
children from the special school, they talk about their
visits to the school and are proud of these, I think.”

Teachers of children with PMID expressed similar ex-
periences of contact between children after the project.

“There were some kids who said “hi” during a break
in the schoolyard, they say “hi” and the name of the girl
or the boy, the kids got to know each other and this,
1 think, shows that we are a bit on the way’.

The teachers also discussed that the shared play activi-
ties have been important for children’s well-being and de-
velopment. The teachers of children without disabilities
pointed out that the project had important implications
for children’s understanding and acceptance of differences.

“I think that in the long run, we provide them
with an understanding of other people. They wont
be uncertain about taking contact with someone who
looks or behaves differently. I think the project results
in understanding and knowledge of the fact that all
people are different”.
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The teachers of children with PMID expressed that
the shared play activities were especially valuable as these
activities represented horizontal contacts in which the
children could meet peers “of the same height”, which
was not always the case in the pedagogical environment
characterized by a high adult-to-child ratio.

“I think it might be exciting to meet a human being
of the same height, I feel our kids often look up as they
often interact with adults, but now I think they feel it is
exciting to interact with other kids”.

DISCUSSION

This study set out to get insight into teachers’ and chil-
drens’ views of possibilities for interaction between chil-
dren with and without disabilities from the perspectives
of teachers and children. The need for the study was in-
formed by the challenges in participation in play activi-
ties, experienced by children with disabilities (Guralnick,
1999; Clarke & Wilkinson, 2007). In addition, while
previous research has revealed several pedagogical actions
for promoting interaction and play (Chung et al., 2012),
fewer studies exist on promoting interaction involv-
ing children with profound multiple disabilities (Nijs
& Maes, 2014). The results of the study outline several
pedagogical actions that may be important to promote
interaction and play between children with and without
disabilities.

Interviews with the children showed that they had
positive experiences of the play activities and also took
notice of the experiences of joy by children with PMID.
The children without disabilities also shared their ideas
of making play activities accessible to the children with
disabilities, by providing support and creating supportive
environment. Previous research on children’s perceptions
of play shows that children’s decisions of including or ex-
cluding peers in play are not based of experiences of other
children but are rather related to the play activities them-
selves (Diamond, Hong & Tu, 2008; Diamond, 1993),
which can also be seen in this study. Thus, creating activ-
ities that can be accessible to all children is important in
promoting inclusive school environments.

In this study teachers’ perceptions of pedagogical ac-
tion to promote shared play between children with and
without disabilities were obtained through stimulated re-
call interviews in which the teachers had the opportunity
to stop and reflect on specific video-recorded play activi-
ties. During the interviews, the teachers described several
aspects of the pedagogical environment that were in their
opinion important to promote interaction, which in-

clude adapting play rules and materials, providing adult
support, creating communication potentials in play,
and allowing time for play. These aspects have also been
pointed out in previous research, as structured activities
are more beneficial for promoting the participation of
children with disabilities in play (Koegel, 2012; Gunn et
al., 2014). In addition, the importance of adaptations in
the physical environment and choosing appropriate ma-
terials and toys has been highlighted (Stanton-Chapman,
2015; Hestenes & Carroll, 2000). Thus, the teachers’ re-
flections on pedagogical actions to promote shared play
in this study alongside previous research suggest that to
facilitate shared activities for children with PMID, the
teachers might structure the activities and adapt play
rules, time, and materials required for play.

Two aspects of facilitating interaction brought up by
the teachers in this study may be especially important.
When describing the creation of communication poten-
tials in interaction the teachers pointed to the need to
encourage peers to initiate and sustain communication
exchanges with children with PMID, by moving closer
or making eye contact. Chung, Carter, and Cisco (2012)
outline the importance of social skills training for peers
to children with disabilities so that peers can recognize
a child’s initiative to play and can more easily support
a child in interaction. Further studies might focus on
peer social skills training in promoting shared play activi-
ties between children with and without disabilities.

Another aspect of facilitating interaction, raised by the
teachers in the study is the role of adult support in shared
activities. The teachers described that adult support
could contribute to children’s feeling of safety and adults
could also provide for the children’s basic needs. On the
other hand, however, adult support could limit possibil-
ities for peer engagement in the interaction. Adults may
play an essential role in adapting play to children’s needs,
helping children to enter or exit play, prompting chil-
dren, and promoting justice and equity (Crawford et al.,
2014; Stanton-Chapman, 2015). On the other hand, the
vicinity of an adult in shared activities can limit possibil-
ities for interaction between children with and without
disabilities (Kim, 2005; Harris, 2011). Thus, the role of
adults in shared play activities may need to be balanced
with regard to the specific requirements of the activity
and the children involved in it.

The teachers describe several benefits of the study
for both children with and without disabilities, as inter-
actions with peers may be experienced as exciting and
engaging by children with PMID and it may promote
understanding and acceptance of differences among chil-
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dren without disabilities. Previous research accentuates
the importance of creating opportunities for interaction
between children with and without disabilities as it is
important in fostering children’s social skills and con-
tributes to well-being and higher quality of life for both
children with and without disabilities (Garvey & Kro-
ese, 1991; Knox & Hickson, 2001; Hartup, 2009). The
current pilot study makes an important contribution to
research on how interaction between children with and
without disabilities can be promoted, but more research
is needed on creating opportunities for participation and
engagement in play for all children.

Limitations

This is a pilot study conducted in collaboration with
a limited number of teachers and children to promote
shared play and interaction. Further studies may be need-
ed to get a broader understanding of how shared play
between children with PMID and children without dis-
abilities can be promoted. The limitation of the study
is that it did not take into account the experiences and
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