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Abstract: Malaysia government has committed to provide
inclusive education in the country after declared and signed the
Salamanca Statement at World Conference on 1994. In addition,
Malaysia Persons with Disability Act 2008 also stated clearly that for
persons with disabilities, they shall not be excluded from the general
education system regardless of their disabilities in all levels of education
system in Malaysia. As early childhood education is part of the formal
education system in Malaysia, early childhood centres in Malaysia are
bound to practice inclusive education in their settings in line with the
government policy. In view of this, early childhood teachers must be
prepared with adequate special needs knowledge to effectively handle
young children with different abilities and disabilities. In the Malaysian
Qualifications Agency (MQA) programme standards for early childhood
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education, the essential special needs subject topics are listed clearly.
Questions arise on whether the early childhood teachers are ready with
sufficient knowledge to teach effectively in inclusive classrooms. To
answer the above questions, Malaysia early childhood teacher training
programme standard for special needs subject was analyzed. To make
the comparison of the comprehensiveness, Singapore Preschool Quali-
fication Accreditation Committee (PQAC) programme standard was
used to add to the understanding of early childhood education teachers’
preparedness in inclusive education teaching. Future research on
experiences and challenges early childhood teachers face in real inclusive
teaching environment is suggested.

Keywords: early childhood education programme, special
needs elements, inclusive education
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1. Introduction

Inclusive education is the global trend now aiming at building
healthy learning environment in the society. Inclusive education is
defined by the 2013 special education regulations as the process of
strengthening the educational system's capacity to reach out to all
learners and students, as well as an overarching principle that guides
all educational policies and practises, based on the belief that education
is a fundamental human right and the foundation for a more just and
equal society. (Government of Malaysia, 2013). Most of the countries
worldwide admit the importance and benefit of inclusive education to
the nations, and policy that support inclusive education were also
being enforced and rectify (UNESCO, 1994). To implement inclusive
education successfully, it requires changes at all levels of society and
education system (Schuelka, 2018, p.2).

Malaysia moved towards to the implementation of inclusive
education, after declared and signed the Salamanca Statement at World
Conference on 1994 (UNESCO, 1994). Followed with the declaration,
some policies and acts have been made to align with the decision made.
One of the significant document that shows support to inclusive education
is the Person with Disabilities Act 2008 that was enacted in late 2007
(Government of Malaysia, 2018). Recognizing that early childhood
education plays an important part in children’s later education success,

inclusive education should start from very young (UNESCO, 2014).
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In view of this, early childhood teachers play a vital role in ensuring
the success of inclusive education. Early childhood teachers’ knowledge
and understanding in special educational needs will help in effective
implementation of inclusive education (Alkalin et al., 2014).
To prepare the teachers with adequate special educational needs
knowledge, the training teachers received shall be comprehensive
and relevant (UNESCO, 2014). Many countries’ early childhood
teachers’ training programme standard stated clearly the topics for
special educational needs subject, for example in Malaysian Qualifications
Agency (MQA, 2014), and Singaporean Preschool Qualification
Accreditation Committee (PQAC, 2008). These aim to help setting
the guidelines for a comprehensive training content for special
educational needs subject in each individual country.

In Malaysia, special needs education awareness is still growing
slowly (UNICEF, 2017). Research in studying students and teachers’
awareness of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, Children’s
Rights and human rights practises in schools in Malaysia showed that
many students and teachers did not have good levels of knowledge of
human rights education (Chong, 2017). There is a lack of awareness
among the public regarding the equal access to education for persons
with learning disabilities (Human Rights Commission, 2015). Peters
(2010) study on inclusive education in primary education suggested
that the lack of early childhood developmental screening programs
negatively impact the special needs children’s learning and primary
education setting. All these research results imply that early childhood

teachers may not have sufficient special educational needs knowledge



2022564 (BB SHEMR) June.2022
F4EE 18 JOURNAL OF EDUCATION AND TEACHING Vol.4, No.1

to teach special needs children that eventually may affect the imple-
mentation of inclusive education in the nation. One of the main reason
for the lacking of special needs knowledge might be due to the special
educational needs contents taught in early childhood education
programme that are insufficient to equip pre-service early childhood
teachers for inclusive teaching. In view of this, the current research
aims at evaluating the MQA early childhood education programme standard
in special needs subject by referring to the Teachers’ Knowledge Based
Model (Guerriero, 2013). In addition, another early childhood
education programme standard, the Preschool Qualification Accreditation
Committee (PQAC) from Singapore - a developed neighboring country
was also being evaluated to verify the comprehensiveness of the
special educational needs subject contents in both the neighboring
countries. By analyzing and evaluating the special needs elements in
the training subjects the teachers received, the preparedness of the
early childhood teachers to work effectively in teaching special needs
children in inclusive settings can then be affirmed.

Over the years, there has been an increasing international focus
on the topic mastery required for effective teaching (Fennema; Franke,
1992; Darling-Hammond, 2000; Krauss et al., 2008). Several authors
have claimed that being a great teacher involves a strong foundation
in pedagogical subject knowledge in addition to strong content knowl-
edge. Literature indicated that teacher quality is an important factor in
determining gains in student achievement (Kane, Rockoff & Staiger,
2008; Sirait, 2016). Teacher quality include the teacher’s pedagogical

knowledge in creating effective teaching and learning environments
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for students (Guerriero, 2013). Studies demonstrate that teachers with
pedagogical and content preparation are able to engage students in the
learning process (Kennedy, 1999). Recent studies found that teachers’
knowledge in the psychological aspect is another important component that
is essential for developing quality teachers (Voss, Kunter and Baumert,
2011; Konig et al., 2011). Psychological components explain the
learning that occurs in a social context and justify that learning success
depends on the general cognitive and affective characteristics of
individual students. In conclusion, to equip teachers to teach
effectively in classroom, teacher training programmes should cover
both the content knowledge and pedagogical knowledge to ensure

comprehensiveness in the programme.

2. Early Childhood Inclusive Education in Malaysia and
Singapore

2.1 Historical Context and Legislation toward Inclusion in
Malaysia and Singapore

Historically, children with special needs were placed in separated
education system from the regular classroom following the medical
model of disability that view the difficulty the child faced as being
within the child (Wang, 2009). Then, the system was challenged due
to the evolution of the human right movement (Tomasevski, 2001).
Special education practices then moved into mainstream though
integration approach where children with special needs were placed in
a separated classroom within the regular school. Children with special

needs being partially taught in the mainstream classroom, and they are
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required to “fit in” to what already exists in the school (Vielie, 2003).
The main challenge in the mainstreaming is that there were still lack
of organizational change in its curriculum, teaching and learning
strategies (UNESCO, 2005). Recognizing that the difficulties children
with special needs faced results from the ways the integrated schools
organized and the rigid teaching methods, needs for reformation of
schools’ pedagogy were urged (UNESCO, 2005). The human rights
movement resulted the concern to value and treat everyone equally
and according to needs (Winter & O’Raw, 2010). A big transformation
in special education happened in 1994 World Conference of Special
Needs Education, held by Spain Government in co-operation with
UNESCO. The delegates from ninety-two governments (including
Malaysia and Singapore governments) and twenty-five international
organizations pledged and reaffirmed their commitment to Education
for All. Outcome from the World Conference, the Salamanca Statement
and the Framework for Action were produced to give a clear note on
the call for inclusive education (UNESCOQO, 2000). Inclusive education
was recognised as the necessity and urgency of providing education
for children, youth and adults with special educational needs within
the regular education system (UNESCO, 2020).

In Malaysia, the significant document that shows the country’s
support to inclusive education is the Person with Disabilities Act 2008
that was enacted in late 2007 (Government of Malaysia, 2018). This
legal and policy commitment towards inclusive education has been
motivated by the need to comply with international conventions like

the United Nation’s Convention on the Rights of Persons with
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Disabilities which India ratified in 2007. The movement towards
supporting inclusive education was then enhanced by the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities Act (RPWD Act) 2016, that state clear and
uniform framework for inclusive education in the country. The RPWD
Act defines inclusive education as a system of education wherein
students with and without disabilities learn together and the system of
teaching and learning is suitably adapted to meet the learning needs of
different types of students with disabilities.

In Singapore, the first event that move the education towards
inclusion was the Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong order on “no one
will be left behind” policy (Lee, 2004). The Ministry of Education
responded to the order by focusing on issues such as teacher awareness,
compulsory special needs pre-service training, and expanding the
number of specialists in schools. The second major event contributing
to Singapore’s pragmatic move to an inclusive society occurred when
the 2007-2011 Enabling Masterplan was released (Steering Committee
on the Enabling Masterplan, 2007). The Masterplan ensured that
human and financial resources were better dedicated to early intervention,
to support for teachers and caregivers, and to transition planning — all
critical areas for creating an inclusive society and ensuring that
individuals with disabilities have a productive and beneficial future for
both themselves and society.

Despite the policy support, to implement inclusive education
successfully, it requires changes and supports at all levels of society
and education system (Schuelka, 2018, p.2). Research has shown that

early childhood is a time when developmental changes are happening
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that can have profound and lasting consequences for a child’s future
((UNESCO & UNICEF, 2012). To enable children who are at risk to
learn in inclusive settings, early childhood teachers play a vital role in
ensuring each child has a right start in early education that promotes
learning and development (NAEYC, 2009). As teachers are the driving
force of the school curriculum, teachers’ preparation to teach in inclusive
settings will determine the success implementation of inclusive
education (Andrew & Danladi, 2016). Teachers who receive training,
support, plan and deliver instruction to all students will be great help
in leading schools to include all learners (Mulford, 2003). The following
sections will explore the importance of early childhood education and
the link to the success implementation of early childhood inclusive
education in Malaysia and Singapore.

2.2 The Importance of Early Childhood Education

Many research on early childhood education support the vital role
early childhood education plays in young children development. The
Asia-Pacific End of Decade Notes on Education for All (UNESCO &
UNICEF, 2012) clearly stated that children who have participated in
high quality of early childhood and care programme acquired in social,
educational, health and intellectual development. Research also rectifies
that high quality early childhood education does not only benefit the
young children in short-term, but it also has long-term effect on
individual’s development (Shonkoff & Phillips 2000). A high quality
early childhood stressed on the holistic development of young children
with developmentally appropriate curriculum that enable children to
develop as a whole-child (NAEYC, 2009). Despite catering for typical
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children, research showed that early childhood education centres that
work towards inclusive education will help bring about improvement
in multiple areas of improvement in typical and atypical young
children (Buysse, Goldman, & Skinner, 2003). Early childhood
teachers who have acquired the professional training will be assumed
to have enough knowledge for educating all children in inclusive
settings. Research showed that learning programme that is adequately
design will have great impact on the building of professionalism in
students (Sparapani and Perez, 2015). The structure of special
educational needs subject in the early childhood education programme
should be given serious consideration in order to empower students to
contribute to the wellbeing of the country.

2.3 Early Childhood Education and Teachers’ Special Needs
Training in Malaysia

In Malaysia, early childhood education is broadly divided into
two main groups, which is the 0-4 years old and the 4-6 years old.
Child care centre (TASKA, an acronym in the local language) offers
care and education for children ages 0-4 years old. Preschool (TADIKA
or TABIKA, an acronym in the local language) responsible for the
education of children ages 4-6 years old. Although the early childhood
care and education existed before the 1960’s, the first legal document
regarding early childhood education was drafted by the Ministry of
Education only in the year 1972, namely the Kaedah-kaedah Guru/
Kaedah-kaedah Kindergarten dan Sekolah Asuhan (Pendaftaran)
1972 Warta Kerajaan P.U. (A) 414. This document provides guidance

on the procedures regarding the registration of kindergarten, teachers
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and its board of governors (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2007).
There were few guidelines produced by MOE to be in line with global
early childhood education development from 1986 until Education
Act introduced in year 1996. In the Education Act 1996 (Act 550)
Chapter One, preschool education was legally declared as part of the
National Education System. All preschools are required to imple-
ment the National Preschool Curriculum formulated by MOE starting
from 2003 (MOE, 2007). In the recent education policy - the Malaysia
Education Blueprint 2013-2025, to ensure the quality of preschool
education, all preschool teachers are required to have at least
a Diploma in Early Childhood Education minimum qualification to
teach in preschool. This proved the Malaysia government determination
in maintaining early childhood education standard in the country.

To ensure the early childhood education qualifications indicate the
recognised level and types of knowledge, skills and competencies that
early childhood education staff have received, the Malaysia Qualifica-
tion Agency (MQA) has provided the Programme Standards for Early
Childhood Education that outline the qualification and competencies
needed by professional early childhood teachers to help in children
development and learning (MQA, 2014). This programme standards
offers guideline for different level of certification ranging from
Certificate in ECE to PhD in Education (Early Childhood Education).
Different core areas are included in the MQA programme standard.
The MQA Programme Standard of ECE has identified the core
knowledge and competencies of professional, competent early child-

hood teachers in five core knowledge areas, consisting 1) Child Devel-
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opment, 2) Curriculum and Learning Environment, 3) Administration
and Management, 4) Families and the Community, and 5) Professional
Development. The special needs subject is built in the Curriculum and
Learning Environment core area and the topics that need to be covered
for special needs subject were stated clearly in the document (MQA,
2014). The topics for special needs subject comprise a) Foundations
of Special Education, b) Detection, c) Early Intervention and Support,
d) Planning and Instructional Strategies, e¢) Rights of Children
with Special Needs, f) Basic Principles for Modifying Activities for
Children with Special Needs, g) Strategies for Inclusion with Special
Needs, h) Individualized Education Plan, 1) Accommodation and
Adaptation of Learning Environments, j) Learning Needs of Children
with Special Needs, k) Concept of Least Restrictive Environments for
Children with Special Needs, and 1) Modifying and Adapting
Activities.

2.4 Early Childhood Education and Teachers’ Special Needs
Training in Singapore

In Singapore, the rapid development of early childhood care and
education were influenced greatly by welfare, economic, and population
polices (Khoo, 2010). During the rapid industrialization of the 1960s
and 70s, many centres were built to support the policy for encouraging
women to work (Bull et al., 2018). Preschools that cater for children
ages 5 & 6 years old were available via churches and the private
sector during the colonial era and after World War II. In the mid-1980s,
the PAP Community Foundation established affordable preschools to
the public. Although early childhood education does not fall within



2022564 (BB SHEMR) June.2022
F4EE 18 JOURNAL OF EDUCATION AND TEACHING Vol.4, No.1

Ministry of Education’s (MOE’s) centralized governance of the educa-
tion system (Singapore’s education system only comprised primary,
secondary and tertiary education, MOE, 2016), the government still
govern the quality of early childhood education closely. Despite
paying attention to early childhood curriculum, Singapore MOE also
stressed on the quality of early childhood teachers training (Tan, 2017).
The minimum requirement of becoming a preschool teacher requires
at least the completion of a Diploma in early childhood education
or related field (Bull et al., 2018). Pre-service teachers training
programmes are provided by public and private providers and the
accreditation standard for the training programmes are governed by
the Preschool Qualification Accreditation Committee (PQAC) and the
Early Years Accreditation Committee (EYQAC) (Bull et al., 2018).
These two committees are responsible for maintaining the minimal
standards of quality for early childhood professional training.

There are six core modules in the PQAC Programme Standard
of ECE based on the guiding principles of effective early childhood
teachers training, including 1) Principles and Practices in Early Child-
hood Care and Education, 2) Child Development and Learning, 3)
Curriculum Studies and Pedagogy, 4) Personal Growth and Profes-
sional Development, 5) Safety, Health, Hygiene and Nutrition, and 6)
Partnership with Families and the Community. Special needs related
subject topics are integrated in all of the core modules, and the
topics include a) Early intervention, b) Provision of Assistance to
Children with Special Needs, c¢) Strategies for Effective Teaching, d)

Assessment and Evaluation of Children’s Development, €) Planning
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for Learning Experiences including Lesson Plans, f) Design and Selection
of Developmentally and Culturally Appropriate Learning Materials,
g) Assisting Children with Special Needs, h) Setting Up Appropriate
Learning Centres to Promote Physical, Intellectual, Emotional and
Social Development, 1) Integrate Learning Experiences in a Develop-
mentally and Culturally Appropriate Early Learning Programme, j)
Introduction to Children with Special Needs and Learning Difficulties,
k) Individual Differences among Young Children, and 1) The United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN-CRC).

2.5 Issues and Problems in Preschool Inclusive Education

Issues and problems concerning the proper development of
inclusive education in early childhood education teachers training
programme and the design of special education content that able to
prepare the preschool teachers working in inclusive environment were
being raised and studied (Qandhi & Kurniawati, 2018). Teachers with
inadequate special educational needs knowledge may lead to failure
of inclusive education in the education system (Akalin et al., 2014).
The current research aims to find out whether the preschool teachers
are well-prepared with the special educational needs knowledge in
the pre-service early childhood education training programme, to help

them work effectively in the inclusive education environment.

3. Method

3.1 Research Design
To find out whether the early childhood teachers are well

prepared with the special educational needs knowledge in the
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pre-service early childhood education training programme, MQA and
PQAC Programme Standards were analyzed to check on the appro-
priateness of the early childhood education content design. These two
countries were chosen for the following reasons: both the countries
share significant historical and cultural affinities, both are ethnically
diverse, multi-religious, and multi-languages used in the countries.

3.2 Instrument - Teachers’ Knowledge Base Model

Different teachers’ knowledge base models have been created
to add to the knowledge of understanding key underlying phenomena
such as the process of teaching and learning, the concept of
knowledge, and the implication of teachers’ knowledge in the actual
classroom (Shulman, 1987; Voss, Kunter & Baumert, 2011; Konig
et al., 2011). The Teachers’ Knowledge Base Model based on Voss,
Kunter & Baumert and Konig et al. research was adopted for analyzing
and evaluation purposes in this study (Voss, Kunter & Baumert, 2011;
Konig et al., 2011) (Table 1). This model considers both
the pedagogical and psychological components as the fundamental
elements of teacher’s knowledge. The six components in the model
comprise 1) Knowledge of teaching methods; 2) Knowledge of
classroom assessment; 3) Structure; 4) Adaptivity; 5) Knowledge of
learning processes; and 6) Knowledge of individual student

characteristics.
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Table 1. Teachers’ Knowledge Base Model

Pedagogical components

Psychological components

Knowledge of teaching methods:
having a command of various
teaching methods, knowing when
and how to apply each method;

Knowledge of learning processes:
supporting and fostering indi-
vidual learning progress by having
knowledge of various cognitive and
motivational learning processes
(e.g. learning strategies, impact of
prior knowledge, effects and quality
characteristics of praise, etc.);

Knowledge of classroom assess-
ment: knowledge of different forms
and purposes of formative and
summative assessments, knowl-
edge of how different frames of
reference (e.g., social, individual,
criterion-based) impact students’
motivation;

Knowledge of individual student
characteristics: having knowledge
of the sources of student cogni-
tive, motivational, and emotional
heterogeneity.

Structure: structuring of learning
objectives and the lesson process,
lesson planning and evaluation;

Adaptivity: dealing with hetero-
geneous learning groups in the
classroom.

The special needs subject topics for both countries were analyzed

using Teachers’ Knowledge Base Model of Table 1.

4. Results & Discussion

Result from the analysis found that both the MQA and PQAC

Programme Standards corresponds to the Teachers” Knowledge Base
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Model standard. Both the accreditation documents meet all the six
teachers’ pedagogical knowledge elements. For the teaching methods
component, specialized teaching method such as early intervention,
and strategies are included in both the programme standard outlines.
In order to identify the children who are at developmental risk, the
MQA’s detecting topic and the PQAC’s assessment and evaluation
of children’s developmental topic comply with the knowledge of
classroom assessment component. For the structure: structuring of
learning objectives and the lesson process, lesson planning and
evaluation component, both MQA and PQAC cover this core module
with topics related to lesson planning skills to help in catering for indi-
vidual needs. As knowledge in understanding each individual learning
styles are very important especially the learning style of special needs
students, the principles of designing developmentally appropriate learn-
ing programmes are built which comply with the knowledge of learn-
ing process component. Realizing that for teachers to work effectively
with children in inclusive environment, knowledge on modifying and
adapting to the environment are very important and this component is
incorporate in the adaptivity component for the two accreditation bodies.
Besides complying to the pedagogical knowledge elements,
the psychological knowledge elements are also met. Considering that
various cognitive and motivational learning processes will have impact
on the students learning, both the MQA and PQAC emphasized on the
knowledge of integration of developmentally appropriate learning
experiences in the programme standards. As individual student may

have different cognitive and affective characteristics, learning about
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the differences of special needs children and the rights of the children
with special needs are observed in both the accreditation boards.
Table 2 displays the detail analysis of the special needs elements
in the early childhood education programme in MQA and PQAC
programme standards, in relation to the Voss, Kunter & Baumert and

Konig et al. Teachers’ Knowledge Base Model.

Table 2: Analysis of Special Needs Elements in the Early Childhood

Education Programme

Teachers’ Knowledge |Malaysia MQA Singapore PQAC
Base Model Components | Programme Standard  |Programme Standard
- Special Educational |- Special Educational
Needs Elements Needs Elements
Knowledge of Teaching |- Foundations of - Early intervention
Methods Special Education - Provision of
- Early Intervention and | assistance to children
Support with special needs
- Concept of least - Strategies for

restrictive environments | effective teaching
for children with
special needs

Knowledge of - Detection - Assessment and
Classroom Assessment evaluation of children’s
development (include
infant and toddlers)

Structure: structuring of| - Planning and - Planning for learning
learning objectives and | Instructional Strategies| experiences including
the lesson process, - Strategies for inclusion | lesson plans

lesson planning and with special needs - Design and selection
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evaluation Individualized education |of developmentally and
plan culturally appropriate
learning materials
Adaptivity - Accommodation and |- Assisting children
Adaptation of Learning | with special needs
Environments - Setting up appropriate

- Modifying and Adapting | learning centres to
Activities promote physical,

- Basic principles for intellectual, emotional
modifying activities and social development
for children with
special need

Knowledge of learning |- Basic principles for - Integrate learning
process modifying activities experiences in a
for children with developmentally and
special needs culturally appropriate
early learning
programme
Knowledge of - Learning needs of - Introduction to
individual student children with special children with special
characteristics needs needs and learning

- Rights of children with | difficulties

special needs - Individual differences
among young children
- The United Nations
Convention on the
Rights of the Child
(UN-CRC)
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Result from the analysis shows that both MQA and PQAC

programme standards list of special educational needs subjects’

contents met the Teachers’ Knowledge Base Model requirement standard.
This indicate that the curriculums are sufficient to prepare pre-service
early childhood teachers to work in inclusive classrooms.

However, there are two limitations of this study. First, as only
the subject topics are map to the Teachers’ Knowledge Base Model,
the mapping and the accuracy is limited. The content for each topic is
not specified clearly in both the MQA and PQAC programme standard.
Although the topics may show the relevant topics are covered in the
curriculum, there might be missing contents that affect the preservice
teachers full understanding of inclusive education. More detail analysis
of the topic contents can provide a more comprehensive picture about
the special needs curriculum.

Second, lacking of information on the trainer teaching strategies.
Another important factor that may determine the success or failure of
the training programme is the trainers’ teaching strategies. Literatures
recognized the strong relationship between strategy trainer used and
the students’ performance (Antonio, 2017). The trainer teaching
strategies may affect the students understanding of the special
educational needs topics that caused the ineffective practice of inclusive
education in the classroom. Analysis on trainers’ teaching strategies
will help making the result more convincing.

Despite these limitations, the present study is an addition to the
pioneering research on the knowledge of the special educational needs
curriculum in the early childhood education training programme in

both Malaysia and Singapore.



2022564 (BB SHEMR) June.2022
F4EE 18 JOURNAL OF EDUCATION AND TEACHING Vol.4, No.1

5. Conclusion

This study was conducted to analyse the validity of the
programme standards in preparing the preservice early childhood
teachers to teach in an inclusive environment. Findings from the study
show that the MQA programme standards for special needs subjects
complied with the teachers’ knowledge base for training professional
preschool teachers. However, many researchers found that there was
often disconnection of expectations of the education of profession and
the actual realities in the classroom (Nahal, 2010; Keskin, Corlu &
Ayas, 2018). Further studies will investigate on experiences and
challenges the in-service early childhood teachers encounter in an
inclusive teaching environment. Getting to know more about what
teachers experienced would provide more opportunities to help
pre-service teachers to develop a more realistic and holistic view of
teaching young children with special needs and developing
professional development programs to help in-services to become

adaptive experts.
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