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Background: A number of childcare programs include children with developmental disabilities in addition to typically developing children.  However, little is known about the effects of inclusive childcare on typically developing children or about parental attitudes towards inclusion.  In the current study, parents reported on their perceptions of the benefits and limitations of inclusive childcare programs.
Method: Participants were 31 parents of toddlers aged 25 to 36 months enrolled in one of two hospital childcare centres.  One childcare program, the Children’s Toddler School (CTS) was part of an Autism Intervention Center and offered inclusive child care.  The CTS had 4 children with autism and 8 typically developing children in one classroom.  The other childcare center, the Children’s Child Care Center (CCCC), was a regular childcare program for typically developing children.  While the CCCC did not exclude children with special needs, no children with special needs were attending the childcare center at the time of the study. Parents completed a 5 part semi-structured questionnaire or an interview developed by the researchers to assess their perceptions of inclusion.  The data was coded and then analyzed.
Results: The results show that parental ratings of the quality of childcare were positive at both sites.  In addition, parents of children at both day care centers reported that their child showed improvement in social and language development.  Interestingly, 81.3% of parents of typically developing children in the inclusive program reported that their child showed greater acceptance of children with special needs as a result of being in an inclusive program.  In addition, parents of typically developing children reported that services provided by Speech Therapists and Occupational Therapists in the classroom, for children with disabilities, was also helpful to their typically developing children.  
Limitations & Conclusions: The study did have a number of limitations.  Firstly, the results are based on a small sample of parents from only hospital child-care centres.  Secondly, both of childcare centers were high quality daycares which may limit generalizability.  Moreover, the inclusive program was developed by researchers and clinicians with extensive experience in the inclusive model.  Finally, parents who enrol their child in inclusive programs may already be biased to this type of model, and this may have had an effect on their responses.  Nevertheless, these results show that parents did not perceive any detrimental effects (e.g., less support from teacher, picking up “bad habits” from peers with autism) of enrolling their typically developing children in an inclusive childcare program.  Rather, parents reported a number of advantages that included their child being more tolerant of other’s with special needs, and the benefits of specialized services.  Inclusive programs should advertise the advantages of their service (e.g., low student to teacher ratio; high level of support from staff; opportunities for parental education) to encourage parents of children with and without disabilities to enrol their children.
