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A B S T R A C T

When parents and educators form and maintain collaborative partnerships to support 
children’s development, the outcomes of inclusive preschool practices improve, not only for 
children but also for parents and educators. Since trust is a crucial foundation for building such 
partnerships, and given the lack of research on this topic in our context, this study aimed to 
examine the congruence of trust levels between parents and educators, as well as differences 
in trust based on children’s developmental status (children with and without developmental 
disabilities). The sample included 306 educators and 450 parents of children with and without 
developmental disabilities. The Trust Scale was used, with separate forms for educators and 
parents. The results showed that educators exhibited higher levels of trust compared to parents. 
Additionally, parents of children with developmental disabilities reported significantly lower 
trust in educators than parents of children without developmental disabilities, particularly 
regarding aspects of developmental support and educators’ communication with parents. 
The lack of trust between educators and parents of children with developmental disabilities 
poses a risk to building effective partnerships, which undermines unified efforts to support 
children’s learning and development. To address this, educators should be empowered through 
initial training and professional development, with an emphasis on effective communication 
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strategies and approaches for working with children with diverse needs and with their families. 
The study also highlights directions for future research to develop successful inclusive education 
programs where parents and children feel a true sense of belonging.

Key words:
preschool education, inclusion, parental trust, educator trust, parent-educator 
partnership.

INTRODUCTION

According to the ecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 2005), the family and preschool/
school are part of a child’s microsystem, which directly influences their development 
and upbringing. The mesosystem, as the next level of the model, involves the 
partnership between these two educational agents, aiming to achieve positive 
developmental outcomes for the child. The exosystem and macrosystem represent the 
broader social and cultural environment surrounding the child, indirectly impacting 
their development and education. The macrosystem, in which children do not 
participate directly, encompasses laws and regulations related to inclusion and the 
provision of quality education for all children and students, as well as the evaluation, 
monitoring, and research of inclusive educational practices. International policy 
documents (UNESCO, 2015, 2020) emphasize that achieving quality education for 
all children (e.g., improving learning outcomes, reducing developmental delays, and 
decreasing marginalization) requires mutual trust and partnerships at every level, 
from macro to micro. Numerous studies across various educational levels have 
shown that a strong partnership between families and educational institutions is 
linked to better learning outcomes (Boonk et al., 2018; Fantuzzo et al., 2004; Lang et 
al., 2022; Rey-Guerra et al., 2022; Sheridan et al., 2019), particularly for the learning 
and development of children with disabilities (Attard & Booth, 2023; Chen et al., 
2020; Garbacz et al., 2016; Mokhtar et al., 2023).

Recognizing the importance of strong relationships between families and 
educational institutions for children’s development, parent partnerships have become 
a key component of national educational policies in many countries, including the 
education system in the Republic of Serbia. In accordance with international policy 
documents (e.g., UNESCO, 1994, 2015, 2020), the past two decades have seen the 
establishment of the right to quality education for all children (inclusive education), 
creating formal conditions for children with developmental disabilities to attend 
regular educational institutions (Zakon o osnovama sistema vaspitanja i obrazovanja, 
2009). As building partnerships with parents is essential for quality education for 
all children, involving parents of children with developmental disabilities in the 
educational process has become a responsibility for educators at all levels.
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The development of the partnership concept stemmed from recognizing the 
limitations of previous traditional cooperation models. The approach has evolved 
from a strictly formalized relationship that excluded parents to one where they are 
included as equal partners and essential contributors to the educational system, 
no longer following a pre-defined form set by the institution. Unlike traditional 
models of collaboration, the partnership approach calls for an equal relationship, 
characterized by a shift in power dynamics, shared responsibility, dialogue, and 
mutual trust (Pavlović Breneselović, 2014).

Trust and Partnership between Parents and Educators

The partnership between families and educational institutions is defined in various 
ways in the literature (e.g., Epstein & Salinas, 2004; Hoover-Dempsey et al., 
2005; Mapp & Henderson, 2002), but most authors emphasize that it arises from 
complementary interests and shared goals between the family and the educational 
setting, both aimed at jointly supporting children in reaching their full potential. For 
this partnership to develop, a process of mutual participation and action is required, 
through which trust is built and an environment is created that motivates all parties 
in the educational process to work together in supporting children’s learning and 
development (Adams & Christenson, 2000; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2000). This 
approach to partnership focuses on fostering the quality of the relationship between 
parents and educators.

Establishing a partnership with parents is crucial when a child starts preschool, 
as it provides the foundation for their long-term development and education. By 
upholding the right of all children to education through inclusive practices in early 
childhood settings, particular attention is given to partnering with the parents 
of children with developmental disabilities (Pravilnik o osnovama programa 
predškolskog vaspitanja i obrazovanja, 2018). In the Republic of Serbia, preschool 
education is intended for children aged 6 months to 7 years, just before they begin 
primary school. In accordance with legal changes (Zakon o predškolskom vaspitanju 
i obrazovanju, 2010), priority for enrollment in preschool institutions in Serbia is 
given to children from socially vulnerable groups, including those with developmental 
disabilities. Since these children are at a higher risk for negative developmental 
outcomes compared to their typically developing peers, establishing partnerships 
with the parents of children with developmental disabilities at the preschool 
stage is crucial for their later development and education (Larcombe et al., 2019). 
Additionally, preschool education provides an opportunity for early identification 
of children at risk for developmental delays, allowing parents and educators to 
plan and implement timely interventions to meet the children’s needs, minimize 
developmental delays, improve outcomes, and prevent social marginalization.
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As previously mentioned, establishing a strong partnership to support 
children’s early development and learning requires mutual trust between educators 
and parents (Adams & Christenson, 1998; Hoy & Tschannen-Moran, 1999). Trust 
between parents and professionals is built over time, and the experiences gained 
through their relationship with the educator, along with the child’s early learning 
outcomes, significantly influence the development of trust and future partnerships. 
This is particularly relevant for parents of children with developmental disabilities, 
as it can impact their collaboration with elementary school teachers and other 
professionals (Chen et al., 2020; Garbacz et al., 2016). Therefore, researching mutual 
trust between parents and educators is crucial in the context of inclusive preschool 
education.

Most definitions of trust come from studies of close interpersonal relationships, 
which have provided the theoretical basis for examining trust between key actors 
in the educational process. Empirical research, drawing on different theoretical 
approaches, has sought to explore trust using various measures, including multiple 
subcategories of this construct (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 
2000), as well as singular definitions with a unidimensional measure (Adams & 
Christenson, 1998, 2000). For the purposes of this study, we define trust as the belief 
that the other party will meet expectations related to their role (e.g., educator) and 
will be open, honest, well-intentioned, and reliable (Adams & Christenson, 2000). 
Specifically, regarding the educator’s role, parental expectations are focused on their 
professional competence in providing quality support for their child’s development 
and learning. On the other hand, regarding the parental role, educators’ expectations 
are focused on parental competencies in working together to support the child’s 
development and learning. Trustworthiness refers to the predictability of mutual 
expectations, while goodwill reflects the belief in the other party’s genuine intent to 
fulfill their role. When educators and parents trust one another, they tend to be more 
open and honest, and when they share truthful information, mutual trust is more 
likely to be established. All these aspects of trust are essential for building a strong, 
trustworthy relationship.

Trust involves reciprocity, meaning that in order to assess mutual trust between 
educators and parents, it is essential to consider the perspectives of both parties, 
particularly when the initial situation is marked by differences and an asymmetrical 
relationship. The potential differences in the level of trust parents have in educators, 
and vice versa, stem from their distinct roles, motivations, knowledge, values, needs, 
and expectations regarding children’s development and upbringing, as well as from 
the individual characteristics of educators, parents, and children. Regarding children’s 
characteristics, the expectations of parents of children with developmental disabilities 
differ from those of parents of children without such disabilities, especially regarding 
the educators’ ability to meet their children’s needs. Moreover, compatibility between 
educators and parents of children with developmental disabilities is challenging, as 
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educators must support and work with both parents and children who have complex 
and diverse needs. Although educators generally agree that children with disabilities 
should be in the same environment as their typically developing peers, research 
shows that they often lack the necessary knowledge and experience to address the 
needs of these children, which can hinder their ability to meet the needs of both 
parents and children (Akalın et al., 2014; Attard & Booth, 2023; Jablan & Maksimović, 
2020; Korać et al., 2018; Van der Steen et al., 2020). These differences can easily lead 
to misunderstandings, biases, and conflicting expectations between educators and 
parents, which, in turn, can damage the trust relationship and create distrust in the 
potential for collaboration on children’s learning and development. The greater the 
congruence between educators’ and parents’ perceptions of mutual trust, the more 
likely it is that a partnership will be formed, resulting in joint efforts to achieve 
positive outcomes for the child. Conversely, disagreements about mutual trust may 
impede their collective engagement in working towards shared developmental goals 
for the child (Adams & Christenson, 1998; Beycioglu et al., 2013; Santiago et al., 
2016; Tschannen-Moran, 2001).

The concepts of partnership and trust are interconnected, but they are not the 
same. Partnership is a broader concept, while trust is one aspect of it, specifically 
related to the emotional and interpersonal dynamics between parents and educators 
(Adams & Christenson, 2000). Empirical research on partnerships that focuses 
on the role of trust between parents and educators are relatively rare (Kikas et al., 
2016; Mavračić Miković & Tot, 2020), and they are primarily conducted within 
the school context (e.g., Adams & Christenson, 2000; Janssen et al., 2012; Santiago 
et al., 2016). Studies on parental trust in children with developmental disabilities 
within inclusive education are also more prevalent in the school context (Attard & 
Booth, 2023; Larcombe et al., 2019). However, research on parental trust in children 
with developmental disabilities within inclusive preschool education, particularly 
focusing on the congruence between parents’ and educators’ perceptions of mutual 
trust, is limited (Sucuoğlu & Bakkaloğlu, 2018), and, to our knowledge, there are no 
studies on this topic in Serbia.

This study aims to examine the level of mutual trust between parents and 
educators, recognizing its significance for the quality of their relationship and, 
indirectly, for the development and learning of children. It also seeks to explore any 
differences in trust levels based on the developmental status of the children (with or 
without developmental disabilities). Specifically, the research questions are: Are there 
differences in mutual trust between parents and educators, and is there congruence 
in how they perceive this trust? Does the developmental status of the children (with 
or without developmental disabilities) influence parents’ trust in educators, as well as 
educators’ trust in parents? Are there differences or congruence in the level of mutual 
trust between educators and parents of children without developmental disabilities, 
and between educators and parents of children with developmental disabilities?
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Answering these questions about mutual trust between parents and educators 
will help us to better understand the quality of their relationship and highlight 
directions for further research in this area. It will also provide insights into the 
measures needed to develop successful inclusive programs where both parents and 
children feel a sense of belonging.

METHOD

Sample and Procedure

The study, which examined mutual trust between parents and educators, included 
both parents and educators from 12 preschool institutions in Belgrade and 12 in the 
Vojvodina region of Serbia. The sample consisted of 306 educators and 450 parents. 
Of these, 294 (65.3%) parents had children without developmental disabilities, while 
156 (34.7%) had children with developmental disabilities. The children’s ages ranged 
from 3 to 7 years (M=5.73, SD=1.05; 52% were boys). According to preschool re-
cords, the developmental disabilities of the children included cognitive difficulties, 
emotional and behavioral challenges, speech and language delays, chronic health 
conditions, sensory impairments (vision and hearing difficulties), motor difficulties, 
and multiple disabilities.

The researchers initially contacted preschool directors via email to inform them 
about the study’s purpose. After receiving a list of interested parents and educators 
from various rural and urban areas across Serbia, the questionnaires were sent 
electronically. Once completed, the responses were returned in the same way. Before 
participating, all participants were informed about the intended use of the results, 
assured of the confidentiality and anonymity of the collected data, and told that they 
could withdraw from the study at any time.

Instrument

The Trust Scale was used, with separate forms for educators and parents. These scales 
are part of the Family-School Relationships Survey (Adams & Christenson, 2000) 
and consist of 19 statements starting with “I am confident that the educator/par-
ent...” (e.g., is doing a good job in teaching a child, encourages the child’s sense of 
self-esteem, has the child’s best interests at heart). Educators and parents assessed 
their mutual trust by choosing one of the following responses on a Likert-type scale 
for each statement: never – 1, rarely – 2, often – 3, always – 4.



309PERSPECTIVES OF PARENTS AND EDUCATORS ON MUTUAL TRUST IN INCLUSIVE PRESCHOOLS | 

The reliability of the scales was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient, 
which indicated high reliability for both scales in our study. This was true for the 
overall sample of educators (α=0.975) and parents (α=0.989), as well as for the 
subsample of parents of children without disabilities (α=0.988) and parents of 
children with developmental disabilities (α=0.990).

Statistical Analysis

Data analysis was conducted using the SPSS software package. Descriptive statistics 
and basic statistical tests were applied: Pearson correlation, as well as paired-samples 
t-test and independent-samples t-test to examine differences between and within 
groups.

RESEARCH RESULTS

Differences and Correlations in the Levels  
of Trust between Parents and Educators

Table 1 shows the descriptive results for the Trust Scale across the total sample of 
educators and parents, revealing that educators have a higher level of trust than par-
ents. A paired-samples t-test was conducted to examine differences in trust levels 
between the groups, and it was found that educators’ trust in parents is significantly 
higher than parents’ trust in educators (t=5.77; df=448; p<0.000). The correlation 
between parents’ and educators’ trust levels indicates a significant, but low, relation-
ship (r=0.25; p<0.000).

Table 1. Descriptive indicators of the Trust Scale for the total sample  
of educators and parents

Trust scales Min Max M SD

Parents 1 4 2.93 0.88

Educators 1.53 4 3.19 0.67
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Differences and Correlations in Trust Levels between Parents 
and Educators Based on Children’s Developmental Status

Table 2 presents the results of the independent-samples t-test analyzing differences 
in trust levels based on the developmental status of children across both participant 
groups. Statistically significant differences were observed only among parents, with 
parents of children with developmental disabilities reporting significantly lower trust 
in educators compared to parents of children without developmental disabilities.

Table 2. Mean trust levels and differences based on children’s developmental status on the 
Trust scales in both examined groups

Trust scales
WDD (n = 294) DD (n = 155) (N = 449)

M(SD) M(SD) t(df) p

Parents 3.04(0.86) 2.74(0.89) 3.48(448) 0.001

Educators 3.23(0.66) 3.14(0.69) 1.39(448) 0.165

Note: WDD = without developmental disabilities group; DD = developmental disabilities group

A paired-samples t-test was conducted to examine differences in trust levels between 
groups based on children’s developmental status. The results showed significant 
differences between the trust levels of educators and parents of children without 
developmental disabilities (t=3.62, df=293, p<0.000) and between educators and 
parents of children with developmental disabilities (t=4.70, df=154, p <0.000). 
As presented in Table 2, both parent subgroups reported lower levels of trust in 
educators compared to the trust educators had in them. However, while a significant 
moderate correlation was found between the trust levels of educators and parents 
of children without developmental disabilities (r=0.31, p<0.000), no significant 
correlation was observed for educators and parents of children with developmental 
disabilities (r=0.14, p=0.173).

A detailed item analysis was conducted to identify the areas where parents’ 
trust in educators was lowest. As shown in Table 3, both parent subgroups gave the 
lowest average ratings to items 5 and 13: Teacher is doing a good job encouraging my 
participation in my child’s education (item 5) and Teacher is receptive to my input 
and suggestions (item 13). Conversely, educators gave the lowest ratings to items 4 
and 5 for both parent groups: Parents provide me with information about the child’s 
interests and behavior outside the preschool context (item 4) and Parents are doing a 
good job disciplining their child (item 5).
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Table 3. The lowest mean item values in the parent 
and educator subgroups 

Trustscales Item
  WDD (n = 294) DD (n = 155)

  M(SD) M(SD)

Parents 5   2.61(1.05) 2.39(1.00)

  13   2.75(0.99) 2.43(0.94)

Educators 4   2.82(0.91) 2.91(0.89)

  5   2.98(0.71) 2.91(0.71)

Note: WDD = without developmental disabilities group; DD = without developmental disabilities 
group; 5p =Teacher is doing a good job encouraging my participation in my child’s education; 13p 
= Teacher is receptive to my input and suggestions; 4e =Parents provide me with information about 
the child’s interests and behavior outside the preschool context; 5e = Parents are doing a good job 
disciplining their child.

The analysis of the highest average values revealed the aspects where trust was the 
strongest. The highest average values (with standard deviations in parentheses) for 
both parent subgroups were found in items indicating that they believe the educator 
contributes to their child’s learning, MWDD=3.14(0.89), MDD=2.89(0.93), and the 
adoption of behavioral rules, MWDD=3.13(0.90), MDD=2.87(0.92). On the other 
hand, educators have the highest level of trust in both parent groups, believing they 
are genuinely concerned with their child’s proper development and upbringing, 
MWDD=3.52(0.66), MDD=3.35(0.76), and that they care adequately for the child, 
MWDD=3.50(0.68), MDD=3.37(0.77).

DISCUSSION

Building on the importance of trust between parents and educators for the quality of 
their relationship, and its indirect impact on children’s development and learning, 
the objectives of this study were to examine the congruence of trust levels between 
parents and educators, as well as the differences in trust based on the developmental 
status of the children (with and without developmental disabilities).
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Mutual Trust between Educators and Parents in Inclusive 
Preschool Settings

The findings from the overall sample revealed that parents have significantly lower 
levels of trust in educators compared to the trust educators have in parents. This 
discrepancy may stem from differences in expectations, motivations, and needs 
associated with the distinct roles of educators and parents. It also highlights the 
influence of the sociocultural context in which trust is evaluated. While few studies 
have explored trust perceptions between educators and parents, their results differ 
from current study, consistently showing that parents tend to have higher levels 
of trust in educators than educators do in parents (Adams & Christenson, 1998, 
2000; Janssen et al., 2012; Sucuoğlu & Bakkaloğlu, 2018; Vidal et al., 2020). The 
higher level of trust that parents place in professionals in the studies mentioned is 
attributed to their reputation and professional competence. However, our results 
suggest that this does not apply to the teaching profession in the Serbian context. 
On the other hand, the legally mandated partnership with parents creates a bind-
ing obligation for educators. Therefore, it is possible that the higher level of trust 
educators report may reflect socially desirable responses rather than the actual sit-
uation in practice. Moreover, since the educator sample was recommended by pre-
school directors, this likely limits the objectivity of the data concerning educators’ 
trust in parents.

Given that congruence in parents’ and educators’ perceptions of mutual 
trust reflects the quality of their relationship, our results confirmed that such 
congruence exists, but it is weak. In addition to the significant differences in trust 
levels, the explanation for this finding lies in the results of a more detailed analysis, 
which showed that agreement between educators and parents occurs in areas 
related to their primary roles. Educators most trust the genuine care of parents for 
their children’s proper development and upbringing, while parents most trust the 
educator’s contribution to their child’s learning and acquisition of behavioral rules. 
Although this suggests that both sides, in line with their competencies, are willing 
to establish trust and build a partnership, the results from the lowest-rated aspects 
of trust highlight key barriers to strengthening their mutual trust. Specifically, 
the analysis of the lowest-rated trust aspects from both educators’ and parents’ 
perspectives reveals mutually exclusive views. While educators have the least trust 
in parents’ willingness to inform them about the child’s interests and behavior 
outside the preschool context, parents have the least trust in educators’ willingness 
to listen to their opinions and suggestions. Additionally, it is contradictory that 
educators trust parents the least when it comes to their methods of raising children, 
while parents have less trust in how educators contribute to their parenting 
competencies and involvement in their child’s upbringing. These findings suggest 
a lack of mutual understanding and emphasize the importance of considering 
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both sides’ perceptions when assessing mutual trust. When these perceptions are 
not aligned, the likelihood of forming a quality partnership focused on jointly 
supporting the development and upbringing of children diminishes (Adams 
& Christenson, 1998; Beycioglu et al., 2013; Santiago et al., 2016; Tschannen-
Moran, 2001). The results point to the need for further research on the factors that 
contribute to varying levels of trust between educators and parents, and why their 
mutual trust is often weak.

Mutual Trust between Educators and Parents Based  
on the Developmental Status of the Children

This study focused on examining the impact of children’s developmental status on 
mutual trust between educators and parents, amidst numerous other factors that 
can influence this relationship. The results showed that the developmental status of 
children does not affect educators’ trust in parents, though, as discussed earlier, this 
finding should be interpreted with caution. On the other hand, for parents, the de-
velopmental status of their children is a significant factor in determining their trust 
in educators. Parents of children with developmental disabilities exhibit significantly 
lower trust in educators compared to parents of children without disabilities. Addi-
tionally, it was confirmed that there is a moderate level of congruence in mutual trust 
between educators and parents of children without developmental disabilities, which 
is promising for their partnership and collaborative efforts aimed at achieving pos-
itive outcomes. However, the absence of a significant correlation between the trust 
levels of educators and parents of children with developmental disabilities suggests 
that there is insufficient trust to establish a partnership, reducing the likelihood of 
setting shared goals and working together to support the development and learning 
of children with developmental disabilities.

Parents of children with developmental disabilities are considered a higher-
risk group for forming quality relationships with both their children and educators 
compared to parents of children without disabilities (Burke & Hodapp, 2014; 
Rodas et al., 2016; Staunton et al., 2023), and therefore require more support from 
educators in fostering their children’s development. However, our results show 
that parents of children with developmental disabilities have the least trust in the 
expected support from educators in developing their parenting skills and becoming 
more actively involved in their child’s education. Unlike parents of children 
without disabilities, these parents expect additional support from educators, 
specifically regarding the unique challenges their children face and guidance on 
how to stimulate their child’s development and learning. For these expectations 
to be met, educators must possess well-developed professional competencies to 
work with both parents and children with diverse needs. Unfortunately, evaluative 
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studies on inclusive education in the Serbian context (Jablan & Maksimović, 2020; 
Korać et al., 2018; Rajić & Mihić, 2017; Stančić & Stanisavljević Petrović, 2013; 
Vujačić et al., 2015) and internationally (Akalın et al., 2014; Chen et al., 2020; 
Hasson et al., 2022; Van der Steen et al., 2020) consistently show that educators and 
teachers are not adequately prepared to work with children with developmental 
disabilities. Even parents with positive experiences regarding inclusion often 
express anxiety and concern over educators’ competencies and the level of support 
provided, particularly parents of children with more severe disabilities (Attard & 
Booth, 2023; Larcombe et al., 2019; Mithimunye et al., 2018; Reupert et al., 2014). 
Research has shown that a trusting, collaborative relationship between parents and 
professionals fosters positive outcomes for both children and parents of children 
with developmental disabilities (Attard & Booth, 2023; Burke & Hodapp, 2014; 
Mokhart et al., 2023). In line with this, a study found that parents of children who 
receive more intensive, individualized support report significantly higher levels 
of trust in educators and more positive attitudes toward collaborating with them, 
compared to parents who reported lower or moderate levels of trust (Adams & 
Christenson, 1998). Since the competencies and trustworthiness of the other party 
are critical elements of trust (Adams & Christenson, 2000; Tschannen-Moran & 
Hoy, 2000), it is likely that the lack of knowledge and experience in working with 
children and parents with diverse needs is a key factor behind the distrust parents 
of children with developmental disabilities may feel toward educators.

The aspect where parents expressed the lowest level of trust was the willingness 
of educators to accept their opinions and suggestions. Numerous studies on 
the partnership between parents of children with developmental disabilities 
and professionals have confirmed that many parents feel frustrated by poor 
communication from staff at educational institutions. They point to the lack of 
open, two-way communication based on mutual respect as a significant barrier to 
accessing support and building trust (Attard & Booth, 2023; Hamm & Mousseau, 
2023; Hasson et al., 2022; Larcombe et al., 2019; Mueller & Buckley, 2014; Reupert 
et al., 2014; Stoner & Angell, 2014; Sucuoğlu & Bakkaloğlu, 2018; Vidal et al., 
2020). When relating these findings to the results of the current study, it can be 
assumed that the lack of trust between parents of children with developmental 
disabilities and educators—particularly regarding the educators’ willingness to 
accept their opinions and suggestions—stems from communication patterns that 
are not grounded in respect for parents and the essential skills required for effective 
collaborative communication. Open and honest communication, as a fundamental 
aspect of trust (Adams & Christenson, 2000; Hoy & Tschannen-Moran, 1999), allows 
both parents and educators to exchange important information about the child’s 
progress and behavior between home and school. This, in turn, enables them to set 
common goals and work together to support the child’s learning and development 
in line with his/her individual needs. On the other hand, communication that is 
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unequal and comes from a position of power, often accusatory and focused on 
the child’s shortcomings, reflects a traditional approach to parent collaboration, 
which leaves little room for establishing mutual trust or fostering the learning and 
development of children with developmental disabilities.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

Building mutual trust and establishing partnership relationships between educators 
and parents in preschool settings is a topic of significance not only for children and 
parents but also for the staff in educational institutions and educational authorities. 
It is crucial in ensuring the conditions and resources necessary for quality education 
for all children. Given the limited number of studies on mutual trust between parents 
and educators, especially in the Serbian context, the findings of this study contribute 
to expanding knowledge on this topic and provide guidance for inclusive practices 
and further research.

An important contribution of this study is its confirmation of the significance 
of examining the congruence in the perception of trust between both parties in the 
relationship. When these perceptions are not aligned, the likelihood of establishing 
a partnership decreases, negatively affecting children’s learning and development. 
Accordingly, our key findings highlight that parents of children with developmental 
disabilities are particularly vulnerable in building trust with educators, which poses a 
risk to the formation of quality partnership relationships and, consequently, positive 
developmental outcomes for these children.

Given that trust is built on the competence of the other party and two-way 
communication, the results indicate that changes are needed in the way educators 
communicate with parents, as well as more effective support tailored to the needs 
of children with developmental disabilities and their parents. Therefore, initial 
teacher education and ongoing professional development in the field of inclusion 
should enhance educators’ competencies to provide appropriate support to children 
with developmental disabilities and their parents. A sense of personal competence 
is a key motivational driver for effective work with these children. Considering 
the importance of practical experience, it is essential that initial education and 
professional development for educators integrate theory and practice, everyday 
experience, and a self-reflective attitude toward their own work. This approach would 
lead to a better understanding and substantive change in their practice with children 
who have various developmental disabilities. Additionally, our findings suggest that 
the traditional model of communication between educators and parents dominates 
in practice, and that through professional development programs, educators should 
be empowered and trained in the skills needed for collaborative communication. 
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Moreover, in initial teacher education, courses related to family-school partnerships 
should place greater emphasis on developing communication skills and the practical 
application of both successful and unsuccessful communication patterns. These 
interventions would contribute to building trust-based relationships between 
educators and parents, making parents feel supported, and empowering them to 
participate in joint work with children. For these outcomes to be achieved in inclusive 
practices, mutual trust and partnership are needed at both macro and micro levels, 
not just among those directly involved in the preschool education process.

The methodological limitations of this study stem from the use of indirect 
techniques and quantitative assessment methods. Future research would benefit 
from incorporating qualitative methods, such as focus groups and observations, 
to provide more objective insights into the mutual trust between educators and 
parents in inclusive preschool settings. While the sample is representative in terms 
of size, particularly regarding educators and parents of children with developmental 
disabilities, it only covers the Belgrade and Vojvodina regions of Serbia. Different 
cultural contexts may yield different results in terms of mutual trust. Therefore, 
future studies should include a more representative sample, covering other regions 
and education stakeholders (such as directors, professional staff, children, and 
decision-makers), which would allow for greater generalizability of the findings.

This study, to the best of our knowledge, is the first to explore mutual trust 
between educators and parents, and as such, it lays the groundwork for further 
investigation into the relationship between trust and partnership, not only in 
preschools but also in elementary and secondary schools. The results and hypotheses 
emerging from this research provide valuable insights into these relationships and 
offer guidance for future studies on the correlates of mutual trust between parents 
and professionals. Given that the findings contribute to expanding knowledge 
on mutual trust between educators and parents of children with developmental 
disabilities, future research could delve deeper into differences in trust among parents 
of children with various types of developmental challenges. An interesting question 
to explore is how the trust of parents of children with developmental disabilities 
impacts their later trust in school teachers, which would require more focused 
longitudinal studies. Moreover, examining trust levels between parents of children 
with developmental disabilities and professionals in both regular schools and special 
education settings could provide valuable insights into how different educational 
environments influence parental trust. Lastly, it would be crucial for future research 
to investigate how mutual trust and relationships between parents and educators are 
linked to children’s social and academic competencies. Addressing these and similar 
questions would not only deepen our understanding of the constructs at hand but 
also have significant implications for practice, helping educational authorities create 
more effective inclusive programs where both parents and children feel a true sense 
of belonging.
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