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Starting Strong from the Start

Starting in a child care or early childhood program is an 
experience that is both exciting and nerve-wracking for 
families with infants and toddlers. For many families, this 
transition marks the first time their child will be cared for by 
non-family members or that parents and may be separated 
from their child on a regular basis. This change in routine 
brings many questions and concerns (Swartz, Speirs, 
Encinger, & McElwain, 2016; Zero to Three, 2008). For families 
of children with identified disabilities or developmental 
delays, there will be additional information to share in order  
to plan a smooth transition. Early childhood programs may 

need to make additional efforts to learn about EI services 
and the needs of the families of children with disabilities or 
developmental delays so they are ready to welcome them 
and provide a strong start in their early childhood programs. 

What Are EI Services?

EI services are provided to infants and toddlers from birth to 
age three who have diagnosed disabilities, developmental 
delays, or are at risk for developmental delay. EI services are 
provided in the child’s natural environment during daily 
routines. In the United States, federal regulations require that 
EI services be provided in the child’s natural environment. 
A natural environment is a setting that is natural or normal 
for the child’s same-aged peers who have no disability. By 
using the natural environment as a home base for services, 
infants and toddlers in EI have opportunities to develop 
the skills and abilities that will allow them to participate in 

Ruth and Lin are a little bit nervous about Layla joining 
their classroom. Neither of them has direct experience 
working with a child with an identified disability. They 
wonder if they will be able to meet Layla’s needs. They 
consider how they might need to change their classroom 
arrangement and routine. In their center, they have 
enrollment visits to allow families to meet the teachers. 
Layla’s mom suggests inviting her developmental 
therapist, Sheila, to the visit. Ruth and Lin have not 
worked with a DT before, but they encourage Layla’s 
mom to invite her to the meeting.
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Layla is a 18-month-old toddler. Her mother is returning 
to work after remaining at home to care for Layla. 
Like many toddlers, Layla will begin attending a local 
community child care program. Like all families starting 
at an early childhood center, they have questions about 
the daily routine of the classroom that Layla will enter. 
They wonder about the foods that will be served, nap 
routines, toileting routines, and playtime activities. They 
are curious to meet Layla’s new caregivers. 

Layla’s parents bring a special perspective to the 
transition to early childhood. Layla and her family have 
been receiving early intervention (EI) services since she 
was eight months old. Her parents were concerned 
that she was not reaching typical developmental 
milestones. Their pediatrician encouraged them to seek 
a screening through EI. Over the past ten months, her 
pediatrician, family, and EI team have been employing 
strategies with the help of several therapists, to support 
her development and address her recently diagnosed 
cerebral palsy. Now that she is about to join Ruth and 
Lin’s classroom at a community early childhood center, 
Layla’s family and EI team are figuring out how being in 
the early childhood center will change her daily routines 
so they can plan strategies that will help Layla meet her 
EI outcomes.
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daily routines and learning opportunities that enhance their 
development while exploring and learning about the world 
around them (Illinois Early Intervention Clearinghouse, 2015; 
Keilty, 2010; Sandall & Ostrosky, 2000).

How Are EI Services Carried Out?

After a child is identified as being eligible for EI, the EI 
team develops an Individualized Family Service Plan (IFSP). 
The team includes the child’s family, therapists working 
in early intervention, and the EI Program personnel who 
coordinate the services in that family’s community. Families 
are encouraged to include all adults who are significant 
caregivers in their child’s life in the IFSP meeting. Child 
care providers and early childhood teachers are important 
members of the EI team and can be included in the 
development of IFSP outcomes and in choosing strategies 
to implement the outcomes. It is a best practice for EI 
therapists, such as speech pathologists, occupational 
therapists, developmental therapists, physical therapists, 
and other specialized service providers to carry out sessions 
in the child’s home and other natural environments. The 
early childhood center is a place where children form 
relationships with their peers and teachers. They play, sleep, 
eat, and explore in these places. This means that the early 
childhood setting is a place where therapy sessions and 
practice can take place to help a particular child develop to 
his or her full potential and highest level of functioning. Each 
moment in the early childhood program is a chance to work 
towards IFSP outcomes. 

Early childhood settings are an important natural 
environment and a perfect space to integrate IFSP outcomes 
into daily routines. In fact, early childhood providers are a 
cornerstone of the EI process from start to finish. The staff 
members of early childhood programs are a primary referral 
source for EI programs. Early childhood center staff are 
interacting with children and families daily. They observe 
and support a child’s behavior, development, and learning. 
If concerns arise about an infant’s or toddler’s development, 
early childhood professionals can share information about 
EI services and the process of screening and evaluation. 
They can encourage families to seek support for their child 
for suspected or identified delays. These supports can help 
a child reach expected developmental milestones, learn, 
and thrive. Early childhood professionals may join EI time at 
different points in the IFSP process. The plan is reevaluated 
regularly to reflect the family’s priorities and the child’s 
growth. When families transition into a new early childhood 
or child care program, they should be encouraged to share 
their IFSP documents and help new caregivers get to know 
their child.

How Can Early Childhood Programs  
Welcome EI Families?

Early childhood programs can be proactive in their approach 
to welcoming EI families. The first step you can take as an 
early childhood professional or program is to learn more 
about the programs that serve infants and toddlers with 
and at risk for disabilities in your own community. Making 
these connections will enable you to refer families for 
screening and evaluation services. You might also find 
resources through EI that support your professional learning 
about child development and developmentally appropriate 
practices. This includes learning about ‘blended’ or ‘inclusive’ 
practices in early childhood. These practices are flexible 
approaches to adapting learning experiences to meet the 
needs of diverse children. 

The next step is to be reflective and consider the philosophy 
of your program and the messages you communicate to 
families. Developing policies that encourage families to 

At the meeting, Layla’s parents share a little more about 
Layla’s needs and the things she enjoys. Layla has a 
chance to explore the classroom and interact with 
Ruth and Lin. Sheila listens carefully to Ruth and Lin’s 
classroom routine. As Layla plays, Sheila and Layla’s dad 
show Ruth and Lin how to support Layla’s movement 
and posture. Layla smiles and laughs as she plays 
with a pop-up toy. Soon, everyone is smiling together 
and a relationship connection begins to form. They 
make plans to ease Layla’s transition to the classroom. 
They plan to have the occupational therapist and 
physical therapist carry out their EI sessions at the early 
childhood center in the first week Layla attends. 

During Layla’s first week, the EI therapists conduct their 
sessions in the classroom and support Layla as she 
interacts with her teachers and her peers. The classroom 
routine becomes their therapy session activities. They 
leave notes with suggestions to help Layla adapt in 
the classroom. With support from the family and EI 
therapists, Ruth and Lin feel more confident about their 
ability to support Layla. They realize that the outcomes 
that Layla’s parents desire are the same as the parents 
of other toddlers in the class. Because of her disability, 
Layla will need some adaptations to make these 
outcomes possible. For example, one outcome they are 
working towards is Layla feeding herself independently. 
Layla’s occupational therapist suggests giving Layla a 
different type of spoon and bowl when she eats her 
cereal. This strategy is just for Layla and involves little 
change to the classroom routine. 
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participate in the classroom and explicitly stating that you 
welcome EI therapists and personnel to visit your program 
will help families feel more secure about their initial 
transition to your program. You may also find that providing 
EI information and arranging developmental screenings 
will help start conversations about supporting children 
who may be showing the signs of developmental delays or 
experiencing challenges in your program. Communicating 
about EI services and welcoming these providers into your 
program and incorporating these inclusive practices can 
help you provide better learning opportunities for all of the 
children (Nutbrown & Page, 2008; Zero to Three, 2008).
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As Ruth and Lin become more confident, they plan 
more ways to help Layla reach her outcomes during 
their everyday activities. Another outcome the EI team 
hopes for is that Layla will be able to move about the 
classroom independently. Layla is just learning to walk 
with support of a walker or other toy. Layla’s physical 
therapist suggests that the teachers try having Layla 
and her friends take turns pushing toys to the sandbox 
using little shopping carts. This gives Layla a chance to 
walk alongside her peers to the playground and practice 
walking with support. Ruth and Lin are excited when 
they see how much the children enjoy helping move 
the toys with shopping carts. Ruth and Lin build on this 
activity by creating different paths to the sandbox with 
chalk lines. The children enjoy walking and pushing toy 
trucks along the lines. Layla is eager to practice walking 
with her walker when her peers are playing beside 
her. Though the idea for the activity began as a way 
to help Layla practice skills for the outcome of moving 
independently, all of the children in the class benefited 
and enjoyed participating. Layla and her EI team have 
become part of the classroom community. Being part 
of an EI team has strengthened the classroom and 
program. This experience and the resources they have 
gained will continue to help provide Ruth and Lin strong 
starts for families and children in their classroom.


