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Context Influences Preschool Children’s Decisions to 
Include a Peer with a Physical Disability in Play

Karen E. Diamond* and Soo-Young Hong
Purdue University

Huifang Tu
University of Tennessee

Abstract
Understanding children’s decisions to include a child with a disability in activities 
is an important component of the social environment of children with disabilities. 
We examined preschool children’s understanding of the motor and social compe-
tence of hypothetical children with a physical disability, children’s decisions to in-
clude or exclude a peer with a physical disability in play activities, and children’s 
justifications of their inclusion/exclusion decisions. Children understood that a 
peer with a physical disability would have more difficulty with activities requir-
ing motor skills than social skills and were more likely to include a peer with a 
physical disability when the activities required minimal motor skills. The role of 
typically developing children’s understanding of social contexts in peer relation-
ships is discussed.

There has been substantial attention to the role of inclusive educational settings 
in supporting the development of young children with disabilities. Scholars (Gu-
ralnick, 2001; Odom et al., 2006) have suggested that the peer group in inclusive 
settings may provide “more age-appropriate, competent and positive models” 
(Odom et al., 2006, p. 807) of development than in special education classrooms. 
Approximately half of preschool children with disabilities receive special educa-
tion in programs that include typically developing peers (U.S. Department of Ed-
ucation, 2004), and one-third to two-thirds of preschool programs designed for 
typically developing children include at least one child with a disability (Buysse, 
Wesley, Bryant, & Gardner, 1999; McDonnell, Brownell, & Wolery, 1997). In addi-
tion, young children with disabilities participate in community activities, includ-
ing recreation and religious programs, with peers who are typically developing 
(Beckman & Hanson, 2002). This suggests that there are multiple opportunities for 
children with disabilities to participate in school and community programs that 
include peers without disabilities. It is reasonable to expect that the potential of 
inclusive settings to support children’s development is enhanced when children 
with disabilities are accepted by and have multiple opportunities for social inter-
action with their peers.

*Corresponding author: Department of Child Development and Family Studies, Purdue 
University, West Lafayette, Indiana; kdiamond@purdue.edu
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Teachers in inclusive programs report that many young children with disabili-
ties have friends who are typically developing and that the number of friends does 
not differ significantly between children with disabilities and their peers (Buysse, 
Goldman, & Skinner, 2002). Substantial numbers of preschool children with dis-
abilities are wellaccepted by classmates, with acceptance reflected in positive peer 
ratings and social interactions (Odom et al., 2006). These children are likely to reap 
many developmental benefits of inclusive settings, including benefits related to 
social and communicative competence (Odom & Diamond, 1998).

Despite the evidence that many young children with disabilities have at least 
one friend, observations in inclusive preschool classrooms provide consistent ev-
idence that children with disabilities are included in social interactions with their 
peers less frequently than are children without disabilities (cf. Brown, Odom, Li, & 
Zercher, 1999; Guralnick et al., 1996). Odom and colleagues found that a substan-
tial proportion of young children with disabilities were at risk for explicit rejection 
by the peer group. Noteworthy is the additional finding that almost half the chil-
dren with disabilities in the classrooms that Odom and colleagues observed were 
“average” and were neither actively accepted nor rejected by their peers (Odom et 
al., 2006). Taken together, these studies suggest that while peer-related social in-
teractions tend to occur less frequently for many young children with disabilities 
than for their peers, there is substantial variability in social acceptance and friend-
ships across the group of young children with disabilities.

Differences in children’s social interactions with and acceptance by peers may 
reflect cognitive, social problem solving and emotion regulation limitations asso-
ciated with a child’s disability and with lower levels of peer-related social compe-
tence (Diamond, 2002; Harper & McCluskey, 2002; Odom et al., 2006). Yet, chil-
dren with physical and sensory disabilities and health problems requiring fre-
quent hospitalization, such as asthma, who do not have cognitive limitations, may 
be at greater risk for social isolation than are typically developing children (Dia-
mond, 2002). Results such as these provide a reminder that social relationships 
are multifaceted and that it may be productive to explore the perspectives of both 
partners in the interaction. In inclusive settings, social interactions for young chil-
dren with disabilities often include a typically developing peer (Guralnick, 1999). 
Understanding typically developing children’s ideas about what it means to have 
a disability and children’s decisions to include a child with a disability in activities 
with peers, along with individual children’s peer-related social competence, can 
be critical for understanding the social environment of children with disabilities.

Young children’s understanding of disabilities appears to follow a predictable 
developmental progression, Conant and Budoff (1983) found that preschool chil-
dren expressed awareness (i.e. agreed that it might be possible for someone to 
have difficulty with a specific skill) of sensory and physical disabilities but not of 
mental retardation or emotional disturbance. Preschool children were aware that 
it would be possible for someone to be unable to see or hear or to have difficul-
ty walking, even when they had had no direct experience with individuals with 
these disabilities. Awareness that someone might have difficulty thinking or man-
aging emotional responses did not appear until later in childhood and early ad-
olescence. They suggested that because sensory and orthopedic disabilities were 
highly noticeable and perceptually salient, it increased the likelihood that young 
children would have a basic understanding of these disabilities.
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Diamond and Hestenes (1996) found that a majority of preschool children rec-
ognized photographed children with disability-related equipment (e.g. a child 
with a hearing aid, a child using a wheelchair) as different from themselves. None 
of the 46 children in their study recognized a photograph of a child with Down 
syndrome to be a child with a disability, providing additional evidence that pre-
school children may not be sensitive to distinctive features associated with a dis-
ability such as Down syndrome. In separate studies with preschool and kindergar-
ten children, Diamond (1993) and Favazza and Odom (1997) found that children 
focused on concrete features (e.g. equipment: “He can’t hear because he has that 
thing [hearing aid] in his ear”) or on things that they already knew about (e.g. ac-
cidents: “He can’t walk because he broke his leg”) to explain a child’s disability. 
Preschool children frequently used age or ability to explain a child’s disability-re-
lated difficulties in some activities. Diamond (1993) found that children appeared 
to use age as a proxy for ability in their explanations for a child’s difficulty in talk-
ing or walking (e.g. “When he gets bigger he can walk like everybody else”). These 
explanations were used even when the child with a disability was bigger than the 
child providing the explanation, Results such as these are important because they 
suggest that while preschool children may not be sensitive to features that identify 
some children as having a disability (e.g. children with Down syndrome), young 
children are aware of and try to understand noticeable features, such as equip-
ment, that characterize some children and adults with disabilities.

In addition to evidence that young children have a basic understanding of phys-
ical and sensory disability, preschool children appear to be able to distinguish 
among developmental skills of individuals with different disabilities. Diamond 
(1994) used photographs of children with sensory and orthopedic impairments 
to understand preschool children’s ideas about the consequences of a disability 
for participation in different age-appropriate activities. She found that preschool 
children said that someone in a wheelchair would be significantly less competent 
than a typically developing peer at tasks requiring motor skills (e.g. throwing a 
ball, climbing a ladder) but not at tasks with few physical demands (e.g. reading a 
book, listening to music), Nabors and Keyes (1997) found similar results in a study 
of preschool children’s reactions to hypothetical children who had an orthopedic 
impairment (in a wheelchair or with a leg brace) or a facial scar, or who were phys-
ically able, In this study, children expressed much stronger preferences for inter-
acting with the physically able child or with the child with a facial scar than with 
a child with an orthopedic impairment on the playground. However, such prefer-
ences were not apparent when children were asked about contexts requiring low-
er levels of motor activity, such as eating. These results suggest that children’s 
playmate preferences may be influenced, in some cases, by relationships between 
a child disability and the functional demands of the situation.

The studies just described focus on children’s ideas about disability. They pro-
vide evidence that many preschool children express awareness of orthopedic and 
sensory disabilities, use their experiences to understand the disability, and are sen-
sitive to the ways in which a physical disability affects some, but not other, skills. 
In the present study, we examine the ways in which the demands of an activity 
(i.e. the extent to which the activity requires physical motor skills) are related to 
preschool children’s decisions to include an unfamiliar child with a physical dis-
ability in play activities. Based on previous research evidence, we hypothesize the 
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preschool children will give lower ratings of motor than of social competence to a 
hypothetical child with an orthopedic impairment who uses a wheelchair. In ad-
dition, we hypothesize that preschool children will be more likely to say that they 
would include a child with a physical disability in an activity that requires fewer 
motor skills than in an activity with substantial motor demands.

In addition to examining the importance of functional context in children’s in-
clusion decisions, we also examine children’s explanations of their decisions. Un-
derstanding children’s reasoning about decisions related to inclusion or exclusion 
of age mates from specific play activities is important, particularly since children’s 
explanations of their decisions are likely to reflect both their own experiences and 
their understanding of social norms (Killen & Stangor, 2001), Unfortunately, lit-
tle research has focused on the role of disability in children’s social decisions, but 
studies of young children’s use of gender and gender stereotypes in decision mak-
ing are informative. There is substantial research evidence that gender is a salient 
characteristic for preschool children, with gender stereotypes related to a variety 
of judgments about others (Fabes, Martin, & Hanish, 2004; Martin, Ruble, & Sz-
krybalo, 2002).

In a series of studies, Killen and colleagues examined children’s ideas about the 
morality of excluding peers from play groups on the basis of gender stereotypes 
(Killen & Stangor, 2001; Theimer, Killen, & Stangor, 2001), When faced with a sit-
uation in which they had to choose between two children who were equally qual-
ified, most preschool children excluded the non-stereotypic child from the activ-
ity (e.g. excluded a girl from playing with trucks or a boy from playing with Bar-
bie dolls). Although young children appeared to use gender-role stereotypes in 
their initial decisions, most preschool children judged straightforward exclusion 
(e.g. He can’t play with dolls because dolls are for girls) as wrong. Findings such as 
these suggest that even young children use a variety of different, sometimes con-
flicting, information in making decisions about hypothetical playmates.

In this study, we focus on children’s ideas about and justifications for includ-
ing or excluding a child with a physical disability in different play contexts. We 
chose to focus specifically on physical disability because there is substantial evi-
dence that preschool children have a basic understanding of this disability (cf, Co-
nant & Budoff, 1983; Diamond, 1994; Nabors & Keyes, 1997). We were interest-
ed in children’s ideas about someone with a disability rather than in the ways in 
which children understand different disabilities. Others have found no significant 
differences in young children’s ideas about acceptance as a function of type of dis-
ability (Diamond & Hestenes, 1996), and the generic term “handicapped” has of-
ten been used to elicit young children’s attitudes toward individuals with disabil-
ities (Favazza & Odom, 1997). We use hypothetical scenarios rather than asking 
children about specific friends because of our interest in understanding the ways 
in which children coordinate ideas about disability with their understandings of 
the functional demands of specific activity contexts.

Method
Participants were recruited from preschool and child-care programs in a mid-

size, Midwestern city. All the programs included children with identified disabili-
ties, although no children with orthopedic impairments who required the use of a 
wheelchair were enrolled at the time of this study. Letters of invitation describing 
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the research, along with consent forms, were sent to parents of all English-speak-
ing three- to six-year-old children (N = 61); 46 children (20 boys; mean age of par-
ticipants = 52.9 months, SD = 7.1) had permission to participate. Most children 
were European-American (n = 37); 1 child was of Hispanic and 8 children were of 
Asian backgrounds.

Procedure
Each child participated in an individual interview that lasted approximately 

20 minutes. Interviews were completed in a small room that was away from the 
child’s classroom. Dolls and drawings were used to illustrate the interview ques-
tions, as others have found that dolls, puppets, and drawings are familiar materi-
als that attract children’s interest and lessen-processing demands (Ramsey, 1988; 
Theimer et al., 2001).

Interview questions focused on physical disability. Two dolls, one in a wheel-
chair and one standing, that were both the same gender as the participating child, 
were used to illustrate these questions. The disability of the doll in the wheelchair 
was described to the child at the time the doll was introduced (e.g. “This doll’s sit-
ting in a wheelchair because s/he can’t walk. His/her legs don’t work. I want you 
to pretend that this doll is a real girl/boy who can’t walk”). Interviews included 
two parts: children’s evaluations of social and motor competence for this hypo-
thetical child (doll) with a physical disability and vignettes that focused on deci-
sions about whether to include a hypothetical child in a wheelchair or a typically 
developing child in different activities. Vignettes have been used in studies of the 
role of gender in young children’s decisions (e.g. Theimer et al., 2001) and in stud-
ies of older children’s acceptance of hypothetical children with mental retardation 
(Manetti, Schneider, & Siperstein, 2001).

Measures
We began with warm-up questions to ensure that children understood that one 

doll could walk while the other doll could not walk but used a wheelchair to move 
around. The interviewer introduced the two dolls to the child and said, “Look at 
these dolls. Let’s pretend they are real children. I am going to tell you some stories 
about them and ask you some questions.” Then the interviewer asked the child 
to “show me the one that cannot walk.” If the child answered correctly, the inter-
viewer said, “That’s right. This doll cannot walk. She uses her wheelchair to move 
around,” If the child answered incorrectly, the interviewer would say, “No, this 
doll (point to the doll in the wheelchair) cannot walk. He uses the wheelchair to 
move around.” (No child answered this question incorrectly.)

Evaluation of social and motor competence. We asked children to rate the partici-
pation of a child with a physical disability (represented by the doll in the wheel-
chair described above) in activities that required motor skills and in social rela-
tionships with peers. The format of this rating scale and the wording of individ-
ual items are identical to those first described by Harter and Pike (1984), Similar 
versions of this measure have been used in previous research on young children’s 
ideas about disabilities (Diamond, Hestenes, Carpenter, & Innes, 1997), This scale 
has been shown to be reliable, with test-retest correlations for ratings of typically 
developing children ranging from 0.87 (peer acceptance) to 0.94 (language skills; 
Diamond, 1993).
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For each item there was a drawing on one side of a page of a child who per-
formed the task well (e.g. was very good at running or had lots of friends) and a 
second drawing on the other side of the page of a child who was less competent 
at the task (e.g. was not very good at running or did not have many friends), The 
placement of the drawings on the right or left side of the page was counterbal-
anced across the eight items so as to control for position preferences in children’s 
selections.

For each item, one picture was pointed to and described (e.g. “This girl is pret-
ty good at running” or “has lots of friends to play with,”), and then the second 
drawing was pointed to and described (e.g. “This girl isn’t very good at running” 
or “doesn’t have many friends to play with,”). The child was then shown the doll 
in the wheelchair and was asked to point to the drawing that best described that 
doll (e.g. “If this were a real girl, do you think she would be pretty good at run-
ning or not very good at running” or, “have a lot of friends to play with or not 
very many friends?”). After the child chose a drawing, she was asked if the doll 
was “a lot like” or “a little bit like” the child in the drawing. The child’s selection 
provided a score from I (the child thinks the doll would be like the girl who is not 
very good at the task) to 4 (the child thinks the doll would be like the girl who is 
pretty good at the task). Mean competency ratings were calculated for four social 
items and, separately, for four motor tasks. Higher scores represent greater com-
petence at the task. There are separate versions of the scale for boys and girls that 
use the same items but use gender-appropriate wording and line drawings. In-
ternal consistency reliabilities in this sample were good (social: α = 0.78; motor: 
α = 0.71).

Inclusion vignettes. We used six vignettes to talk with children about whether 
they would choose to include a child with a physical disability or a typically de-
veloping child in an activity. Activities varied systematically in terms of functional 
motor demands: two of the vignettes focused on activities that required substan-
tial motor skills and would need to be adapted for a child in a wheelchair (kick-
ing a ball, dancing) and two had more modest motor skills requirements; these ac-
tivities would have been somewhat difficult because the child in the wheelchair 
needed help gaining access to the activity (e.g. completing a puzzle on the floor 
required a teacher’s help to move from the wheelchair). An additional two activi-
ties had minimal motor skills requirements and the child’s physical disability was 
described as not interfering with participation. (A copy of the vignettes is includ-
ed in the Appendix.) Children’s responses were audio taped and transcribed for 
later coding.

We began by describing a situation in which two children (represented by the 
dolls) wanted to participate in an activity but there was room for only one more 
child. (This is a common occurrence in preschool classrooms where teachers of-
ten limit the number of children who can play at an activity.) The vignettes var-
ied in required functional motor skills, but we did not emphasize this difference. 
Instead, we offered a suggestion about how each child might participate and then 
asked the child to choose one doll. For example, in the dancing vignette, the child 
was told that the doll in the wheelchair could “dance by moving his arms” and 
that the child who was standing could “dance with his arms and his legs.” After 
making a decision, we asked children to explain their reasoning (“Why did you 
choose this girl/boy?”).
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The first and third author read 25% of children’s explanations independently 
and each developed categories, inductively, that best reflected children’s respons-
es. Final agreement on coding categories was reached after discussion. The most 
common categories included those in which children referred to equipment (“She 
should get to dance because she does not have a wheelchair”) or a child’s ability 
(“He can’t dance because he can’t stand up”). Some children explained their de-
cisions by referring to sharing, fairness, and taking turns (“He can do it first but 
then the other boy gets a turn,”) or to enjoyment (“She should get to do it because 
she likes to”). A few children provided explanations that referred to a child’s expe-
rience (“She should make pictures because she’s never done it before”), although 
experience was not included in the vignette.

Children’s decisions about which child should play were coded dichotomously: 
“I” if the child chose the doll in the wheelchair or “0” if the child chose the typical-
ly developing doll. The number of times the child selected the doll in the wheel-
chair was used in analyses. Total scores could range from 0 (the child never chose 
the doll in the wheelchair) to 6 (the child chose the doll in the wheelchair for each 
vignette) and from 0 to 2 for each of the three types of vignettes, Inter-rater reliabil-
ity was 100% agreement for choice of doll.

The third author and a graduate assistant independently coded all children’s ex-
planations with the coding scheme described above. Inter-rater reliability was 85% 
exact agreement for explanations. Both coders reviewed and coded all transcripts, 
and disagreements in codes were resolved through discussion.

Results
We examined relations between age, gender, and children’s decisions in pre-

liminary analyses, There were significant gender differences: girls (M = 2.11, SD = 
1.5) were significantly more likely than boys (M = 1.14, SD = 1.28) to choose a child 
with a disability (F(1,45) = 5.42, p = 0.02, partial eta squared = 0.11), Age was not 
significantly related to the frequency of children’s choice of a child with a disabil-
ity (r(46) = 0.04).

We examined the proportion of vignettes in which children selected the doll in 
the wheelchair to play, Children were significantly more likely to choose a typical-
ly developing child (M = 4.2) than a child with a disability (M = 1.8; t[46] = -7.41, 
p < 0.001, d = 1.07).

We hypothesized that children would give significantly different and higher so-
cial competence than motor skills ratings to the hypothetical child in the wheel-
chair, reflecting an understanding that it would be more difficult for a child with 
a physical disability to participate in motor than in social activities. A repeated 
measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) with motor and social competence rat-
ings as the repeated, withinsubjects measure, and gender as the between-subjects 
variable, revealed a significant, moderate within-subjects main effect for compe-
tence (F(1,45) = 7.14, p = 0.01, partial eta squared = 0.14), Children gave significant-
ly higher mean ratings to items assessing social (M = 2,88, SD = 0.97) compared 
with motor (M = 2.41, SD = 0.85) competence, There was no significant effect of 
gender (F(1,45) = 0.007) and no significant gender X competence interaction (F(1, 
45) = 0.89).

We hypothesized that children’s inclusion decisions would be related to the 
functional motor demands of the activity, with children less likely to choose 
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the doll in the wheelchair for activities requiring substantial (e.g. kicking) com-
pared with minimal motor skills (e.g. a table-top art activity), A repeated mea-
sures ANOVA was used to evaluate this hypothesis, Motor demands of the ac-
tivity (substantial, moderate, minimal) was the within-subjects repeated measure, 
and gender was the betweensubjects variable, The number of times that a child se-
lected the doll in the wheelchair was the dependent variable. Results of this anal-
ysis revealed a significant and moderate multivariate effect for functional motor 
skills (F[2,90] = 6.53, Wilk’s Lambda = 0.771, p < 0.001, partial eta squared = 0.23) 
and a significant but modest between-subjects effect for gender (F[1,45] = 6.02, p < 
.005, partial eta squared = 0.12), There was no activity X gender interaction (F[2,90] 
= 1.52, Wilk’s Lambda = 0.993), Withinsubjects contrasts revealed that children 
were significantly more likely to say they would include a child with a disability 
in activities that required minimal functional motor skills than those that required 
moderate (F[1,45] = 10.17, p = .003, partial eta squared = 0.18) or substantial motor 
skills (F[1,45] = 13.98, p = 0.001, partial eta squared = 0.24). We found no significant 
difference in inclusion for activities requiring moderate or significant motor skills. 
Girls (M = 0.71) were significantly more likely than boys (M = 0.38) to choose the 
child in the wheelchair, regardless of activity (see Table 1).

Next, we examined the reasons that children offered for their decisions. Most 
children referred to the wheelchair or made comments about a child’s ability. 
Fortyone of forty-six children referred to the doll’s wheelchair to explain at least 
one decision. Some children referred to the absence of equipment (e.g. “He doesn’t 
need a wheelchair”), while other children referred specifically to the wheelchair 
(e.g. “She’s in a wheelchair so she couldn’t do it”) to explain their choice of the typ-
ically developing child. In addition, some children described the child they had 
chosen by referring to the wheelchair (e.g. “He gots a wheelchair”), but it was not 
possible to determine how this explained their decision, and follow-up questions 
yielded no further information. Given these varied uses of equipment in explana-
tions, it is perhaps not surprising that there was not a significant relation between 
the number of times children referred to equipment and the frequency of choosing 
a child with a disability to participate in an activity (r(39) = -0.19, p = 0.21).

Thirty-nine children referred to ability in at least one of their explanations. Chil-
dren referred to a child’s ability in two different ways to explain their decisions: 
some children referred to the typically developing child’s ability to participate in 
an activity to justify why they chose that child (e.g. “She’s good at kicking”). Chil-
dren also referred to the disability of the hypothetical child in a wheelchair to ex-
plain their choice of the typically developing doll (e.g. “I chose this one [typical-
ly developing] because he [child in a wheelchair] can’t dance”). Occasionally, chil-
dren referred to both equipment and ability to explain their choice of the doll in 
the wheelchair (e.g. “She’s in a wheelchair, but she can just move it up to the ta-
ble and then she can make a picture”). These responses were coded as referring 
to equipment. Among the 39 children who used ability to explain at least one de-
cision, there was a significant negative correlation between children’s choice of a 
child with a disability and the number of times the child relied on ability to justify 
a decision (r(39) = -0.41, p = 0.009).

Occasionally, children’s justifications reflected issues of justice and equity, ex-
planations that Killen and colleagues refer to as moral (Killen, Pisacane, Lee-Kim, 
& Ardila-Rey, 2001). These types of explanations were offered at least once by 18 
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Table 1
Descriptive Statistics of the Frequency of Choosing a Child with a Disability in Activities 
with Different Motor Demands

																						                      95% Confidence Interval
Gender 				    Motor Demands 		  Mean (SD) 		  Lower Bound 		  Upper Bound
Boy (n = 20) 			  Substantial 				    0.20 (0.16) 			   -0.11 						      0.51
							       Moderate 				    0.40 (0.16) 			    0.08 						      0.73
							       Minimal 					     0.55 (0.16) 			    0.23 						      0.87
Girl (n = 26) 			  Substantial 				    0.56 (0.13) 			    0.29 						      0.83 
							       Moderate 				    0.56 (0.14) 			    0.28 						      0.84
							       Minimal 					     1.15 (0.14) 			    0.88 						      1.42

Note: Scores can range from 0-2.

children. Explanations in this category included references to sharing and inclu-
sion (“There’s enough room for both of them-everybody can share”). Because it 
was highly skewed, we recoded moral explanations into a dichotomous variable 
on the basis of whether children ever referred to sharing and inclusion as an ex-
planation for their choice. We then examined relationships between the use of 
this explanation and the number of times children chose a child with a disabili-
ty in a 2 (moral explanation: ever, never) X 2 (gender) ANOVA, There was a sig-
nificant main effect for gender (F[1,45] = 6.88, p = 0.01, partial eta squared = 0.14) 
but not for explanation (F[1,45] = 0.012), and there was not a significant interac-
tion, A subsequent Χ2 analysis revealed that girls (15 of 26) were more likely than 
boys (3 of 20) to justify a response by referring to sharing or enjoyment (Χ2(1) = 
11.12, p = 0.001).

Finally, we found no significant relationships between the number of times chil-
dren chose a child with a disability and their ratings of motor (r[46] = 0.21, p = 0.15) 
or social (r[46] = 0.09, p = 0.55) competence for a child in a wheelchair, Ratings of 
motor competence were significantly and negatively associated with the number 
of times a child used ability to explain his or her choice (r[46] = -0.38, p = 0.01).

Discussion
As have others (Guralnick et al., 1996), we found that preschool children were, 

overall, more likely to choose a child who was typically developing, rather than a 
child with a physical disability, to participate in a variety of activities. Girls were 
more likely than boys to choose a child with a disability across all activity settings.

We found that children had somewhat different views when asked about mo-
tor and social competence of a hypothetical child who used a wheelchair. Children 
gave significantly lower ratings for motor than for social competence, suggesting 
that preschool children understood that a child with a physical disability (in this 
case, a child in a wheelchair) would find tasks requiring difficult motor skills (cf. 
Conant & Budoff, 1983; Diamond 1994), We note, however, that even though rat-
ings were significantly different, mean social competence ratings reflected an as-
sessment that the child would be, at most, “sort of good” at social interactions. 
Given this, it is perhaps not surprising that children’s social competence ratings 
were not significantly associated with their choice of a child in a wheelchair to play 
at different activities. Because we did not ask children to provide competence rat-



150     Diamond, Hong & Tu in Exceptionality (2008) 16

ings for the typically developing doll, we do not know whether there would be 
similar differences in social competence ratings and choice of the typically devel-
oping doll. These results suggest, at least, that children may think about the social 
context in different ways, depending on the question that is asked.

Children’s decisions to include a child with a physical disability were related 
to the motor skills that were required for the activity. Children were significant-
ly more likely to choose a child in a wheelchair to participate in play when the ac-
tivity required minimal motor skills. These results are consistent with those of Na-
bors and Keyes (1997) who found that preschool children were more likely to pre-
fer to play with a hypothetical child in a wheelchair when the activity required 
modest motor skills, such as eating lunch, than on the playground, Although we 
attempted to create vignettes that represented activities requiring a range of mo-
tor skills, these preschool children seemed to find little difference between activ-
ities requiring moderate and those requiring substantial motor skills. We do not 
know whether this is a function of the measurement approach or reflects chil-
dren’s ways of thinking about participation of a child with a physical disability in 
different activities.

The results of this study provide additional evidence that at least in some cir-
cumstances, preschool children use both situational demands and individual char-
acteristics in making decisions about who should play, Many of the preschool chil-
dren in this study understood that someone in a wheelchair is likely to have diffi-
culty with tasks requiring moderate or substantial motor skills and that some ac-
tivities require more motor skills than do others. Children coordinated their un-
derstanding of physical disability and of different activities when making a deci-
sion about which of two hypothetical children should be chosen to participate in 
a specific activity. Of note is that the relationships that we found between activi-
ty context and the frequency with which children selected a child in a wheelchair 
were moderately strong.

In earlier studies, Diamond and colleagues (Diamond, 1993; Diamond & Kens-
inger, 2002) found that preschool children were aware of some behaviors, such 
as speech and language delays, that may be another aspect of a child’s disabili-
ty. Others have found that young children may use overt physical characteristics, 
such as race and gender, as a basis for discriminations among potential playmates 
(Ramsey & Myers, 1990). Even though preschool children do not have a complete 
understanding of what it might mean to have a disability, our findings suggest 
that disability, particularly one associated with easily recognized equipment such 
as a wheelchair, may serve as a basis for discriminating among potential play-
mates for some types of activities. It is important to note that although children 
were more likely to exclude a child in a wheelchair from activities requiring mod-
erate or substantial motor skills this was not the case for activities requiring min-
imal motor skills. Children were significantly more likely to say they would in-
clude the child in a wheelchair when the activity required minimal motor skills, 
and girls were at least as likely to choose the child in the wheelchair as the typical-
ly developing child for these activities.

In addition to asking children to choose a doll to play in the activity, we also 
asked children to provide an explanation for their choice. This is a task that re-
quires substantial cognitive and language abilities, and it is hardly surprising that 
children occasionally offered responses that were not easily interpreted. This was 



Preschool Children’s Decisions to Include a Peer with a Physical Disability in Play  151

particularly the case when children referred to a child’s wheelchair: in some situ-
ations, the wheelchair was clearly an indication that one child (with a wheelchair) 
would have more difficulty with a task than would another (the typically develop-
ing child), while in other situations it appears as though children used the wheel-
chair as a descriptor, much as they might have referred to a child’s hair color or 
other salient physical features. To the extent that children referred to the wheel-
chair in their explanations, it suggests that wheelchairs are a particularly note-
worthy feature. This is not surprising, as children are likely to have seen children 
or adults in wheelchairs while shopping with parents or at community events. In 
fact, advice columns for parents often include suggestions about how to respond 
to children’s public questions about others, including people with physical dis-
abilities (van der Meer, 2007).

Unlike their use of equipment to describe the child as well as to explain their 
choice, children’s uses of ability explanations were more closely tied to their selec-
tion of the typically developing doll. As we noted earlier, children used ability in 
two different ways, In some instances, children referred to the ability of the typi-
cally developing child, and in others they referred to the difficulty that the child in 
the wheelchair would have participating in an activity. The relationships between 
children’s references to ability in their explanations and their choice of the typi-
cally developing doll occurred despite our efforts to identify a way in which the 
child in the wheelchair might participate in each activity. For example, when the 
activity involved dancing to ABC Rock, we told children that while the child in the 
wheelchair could not move her legs, she could dance by moving her arms, We do 
not know what children thought of this suggestion, although it is likely to be sim-
ilar to suggestions that teachers might offer (Kemple & Jalongo, 2003), Clearly, it 
was not very convincing, because most children selected the typically developing 
child when the activity required motor skills, and frequently justified their choices 
by referring to one child’s ability or the other child’s disability.

It is important to note that we did not observe children’s interactions with peers. 
The relationships between children’s ideas and their interactions are complex (Ma-
netti et al., 2001; Okagaki, Diamond, Kontos, & Hestenes, 1998), One advantage of 
using hypothetical vignettes to explore children’s ideas, as we did, is that the vi-
gnettes serve to elicit children’s ideas independently of their friendships (or lack 
of friendship) with specific individual children with disabilities. Interactions be-
tween young children reflect more than the demands of the activity; they also re-
flect the individual characteristics of each child, including shared interests in play 
activities and social interactions. In a study of children’s social interactions in pre-
school, Ramsey (1995) found that children developed more selective peer prefer-
ences and interaction patterns over the course of the school year and that four-
and five-year-old preschool children were significantly less likely to participate 
in mixed-gender play groups in the spring than in the fall Results such as these 
highlight the importance of understanding the social contexts of inclusive class-
rooms along with the functional demands of classroom activities in understand-
ing opportunities for interaction among children with disabilities and their typi-
cally developing peers. These findings also raise concerns about potential social 
experiences of young boys with disabilities. We found that girls were significant-
ly more likely than boys to select a doll in a wheelchair. To the extent that young 
children become increasingly likely to participate in same-sex playgroups during 
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preschool, it suggests that social interaction opportunities for boys with disabili-
ties may be limited.

There is substantial evidence that skills, including emotion regulation and so-
cial problem solving, are important in the development of social competence for 
young children with disabilities (Diamond, 2002). Having these social skills does 
not automatically mean, however, that a child experiences high levels of social ac-
ceptance. As we noted earlier, Odom and colleagues (2006) found that approxi-
mately half of the children with disabilities whom they observed in inclusive pre-
school classrooms were neither socially accepted (with peer ratings above the me-
dian for the class) nor rejected. While they identified some behavioral character-
istics that distinguished children in the socially accepted group, we wonder if the 
“average” children might have been rated more highly by a different peer group, 
It is important that we understand the individual characteristics that support chil-
dren’s interactions with peers. It is also important that we have a better under-
standing of the role of the peers in supporting children’s social competence.

Although they do not necessarily represent specific interactions with peers, the 
ideas that are reflected in these children’s responses reflect their understandings 
of a variety of different social demands, including an understanding of physical 
disability and the functional demands of different activity contexts. Children’s re-
sponses also reflect their understanding of the extent to which it is acceptable to 
exclude a child from play. Understanding the ways in which a child’s interactions 
with his or her classmates contribute to children’s ideas about people with disabil-
ities and to the later development of children’s ideas about others remains an im-
portant research goal.
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Appendix
Vignettes in which physical disability interferes substantially:
Some kids are kicking a ball and running in the grass outside. They are having 
a lot of fun. These kids want to play, too. There’s only room for one more kid. 
Which boy/girl do you think should get to play? This boy/girl (point). S/he uses 
a walker to help her/him walk. S/he can’t run but s/he can kick the ball—or this 
girl/boy. S/he does not use a walker, so s/he can kick and run. Which would you 
choose? Why?

Some kids are dancing to ABC Rock in the classroom with the teacher. These kids 
both want to dance, too, but the teacher says that there is only room for one more 
child to join them. Who do you should get to play? This boy—he’s in a wheelchair. 
He can dance by moving his arms-or this boy. He’s not in a wheelchair so he can 
dance with his arms and legs. Both children love to dance and would really like a 
turn. Which would you choose? Why?

Vignettes in which physical disability interferes moderately:
Some kids are putting a puzzle together on the floor. These two kids want to help 
them, but the teacher says that only one more child can help. Who do you think 
should get to help with the puzzles? This boy (in wheelchair). He enjoys putting 
puzzles together, but he needs help to get out of his wheelchair so that he can sit 
on the floor to play with the puzzle. Or this boy—he likes putting puzzles togeth-
er and does not need help to sit on the floor. Why?

These kids are playing with blocks at school. Two boys also want to play with the 
blocks, but the teacher says that there’s only room for one more. Who do you think 
should get to play? This boy—He’s in a wheelchair. He builds really cool build-
ings, but you will have to move the blocks from the floor to the table so he can play 
with them. Or this boy—he enjoys playing with the blocks. He can play with the 
blocks on the floor. Why?

Vignettes in which physical disability interferes minimally:
These kids are playing with the Legos at the table. Two more boys want to play 
at the Lego table but there is only room for one. Who do you think should get to 
play? This boy—he sits in a wheelchair when he plays. His wheelchair fits at the 
Lego table. He may need help picking up Legos if they fall, but he doesn’t need 
help to play. Or this boy—he doesn’t need any help to play. Why?
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Some kids are making pictures at the art table. The teacher says that one more 
child can come to the table to make pictures. Who do you should get to play? This 
boy—he’s in a wheelchair and needs some help picking things up when they fall 
on the floor, but he doesn’t need help making pictures. Or this boy—he wants to 
make a picture, too. He’s not in a wheelchair and won’t need any help. Why?
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