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Quality Inclusive Early Childhood 
Programs: 10 Things to Look For
by Donna Nylander

In most families, the first day of  school 
triggers excitement and anxiety. In fami-
lies who choose an inclusive setting for 
their child with disabilities there is con-
cern about their child being accepted, 
the program seeing their child’s strengths 
as well as challenges, and the program’s 
readiness to welcome a child with special 
needs. Recent research has taught us that 
when children with special needs learn 
alongside their typically-developing peers, 

everyone benefits. Inclusive settings 
should be the first option to be considered 
for young children with disabilities.

But what should parents look for as 
they seek quality inclusive early child-
hood programs for their child? And what 
should educators aim for in shaping 
quality inclusive programs? Listed below 
are 10 questions to ask about a program 
and corresponding indicators of  a quality 
inclusive program. They are adapted and 
expanded from indicators developed by  
Dr. Mary Beth Bruder (see Bruder 1993):

q Does your program have a phi-
losophy/mission for inclusive 
practices? The program that operates 
from a set of  well-defined core values 
and expectations supporting inclusion 
generates a positive attitude and pro-
vides services that are effective for both 
children and families. Characteristics 
to look for include:  

•	 The	atmosphere	is	welcoming,		
respectful, and accepting of  children 
with special needs and their families.

•	 A	mission	statement	is	visible	and	re-
flects the value of  all children and the 
involvement of  families.

•	 The	program	provides	a	natural	envi-
ronment with typical peers in which 
both groups are learning together.

q Do administrators and staff  have 
an inclusive attitude and spirit? 
When staff  and administrators are 
comfortable in inclusive settings, 
they accept children as children first, 
and then accommodate their special 
needs. It’s important to know that 
it’s okay for a teacher to be apprehen-
sive. The idea of  including children 
with disabilities may have teachers 
feeling inadequate to accommodate 
their needs. But, they often learn 
most of  their concerns never mate-
rialize and a child with a disability 
becomes just “one of  the kids in the 
class.” Teachers will be surprised to 
find themselves more creative when 
planning for a child with a disability. 
As one teacher has said, “A different 
child brings forth a different teacher” 
(Family Child Learning Center, 1997). 
Characteristics to look for include:

•	 People-first	language	is	used,	empha-
sizing the person, not the label, and 
what the child has, not what the child 
is (example: “Grant has Autism” not 
“Grant’s Autistic”; “Tia receives spe-
cial education services” not “She is 
special ed”). 

•	 Teachers	include	children	in	conver-
sations, answer questions as they 
come up, and give simple and direct 
responses.

•	 Staff 	and	administrators	advocate	
for inclusion by educating parents of  
typical children that all children ben-
efit from inclusion and all will learn 

the value of  accepting differences as 
well as their own uniqueness. 

q Do you have a consistent and on-
going system for family involve-
ment? The family is the enduring 
and central force in the life of  the 
child. Successful implementation 
of  an inclusive model depends on 
a commitment to the family as the 
primary decision-maker and partner. 
Characteristics to look for include:

•	 Parent	participation	is	encouraged.
•	 Teachers	communicate	with	families	

daily/weekly through notebooks, 
e-mail or phone. They comment on 
strengths as well as expectations.

•	 Parent/teacher	conferences	are	
scheduled at least once a year and  
are also available upon request.

•	 The	program	has	an	open	door		
policy: Parents are able to visit the 
school and classroom at any time. 

q Is team planning incorporated 
into the research-based curricu-
lum? The team approach is where 
members have opportunities to plan 
and problem-solve together. This is 
the necessary support that teachers 
need to be successful and feel compe-
tent. Team members share roles and 
responsibilities across disciplines. 
Teaming has been identified as an 
ideal component for inclusive mod-
els. It requires consistent collabora-
tion and communication. Character-
istics to look for include: 

•	 Curriculum	follows	the	same	crite-
ria found in quality programs for 
children with typical development. 
Classroom teams plan together on 
how to adapt the curriculum to meet 
the needs of  the child being included. 

•	 Daily	schedule	has	a	balance	of 	struc-
tured activities, hands-on learning, 
and daily outdoor time. Classroom 
staff  are trained on how to follow-up 

What should parents look for as 

they seek quality inclusive early 

childhood programs for their child? 

What should educators aim for in 

shaping quality inclusive programs? 
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with therapists’ recommendations 
throughout the daily routine. 

•	 Schedules	are	posted,	and	there	are	
opportunities for large group, small 
group, and individual time. Individu-
al children may need a choice board 
or several repetitions of  a skill to be 
successful. The team is responsible 
for posting a picture schedule for 
easy transitions between activities.

•	 Team	planning/problem-solving	
meetings are ongoing. 

q Do you collaborate and commu-
nicate with agencies and other 
community partners? School dis-
tricts, agencies and programs should 
cooperate and collaborate for the 
benefit of  the child. Characteristics 
to look for include: 

•	 Communication,	both	formal	and	
informal, is consistently maintained 
between the district and community 
agencies and programs.

•	 The	program	collaborates	with	com-
munity services and organizations 
for additional adult support, such 
as park districts for assistance with 
summer recreation programs.

•	 The	program	provides	field	trips/
experiences in the community, which 
are important for learning about the  
world and providing families with 
ideas of  where to take their child.

q Does the Individualized Educa-
tion Program (IEP) drive instruc-
tion? The IEP is intended to be a 
planning document that shapes and 
guides the day-to-day provision of  
special education services. To this 
end, it is recommended that indi-
vidualized goals are functional. This 
means that the goals are meaningful 
in the context of  everyday experienc-
es of  the child, and embedded within 
daily activities and routines, rather 
than a listing of  developmental skills 
the child has not yet mastered. Char-
acteristics to look for include:

•	 IEP	goals	and	objective	updates	are	
shared with parents and everyone 
who works with the child at least 
three times a year. 

•	 Functional	goals	are	written	and	are	
age-appropriate.  

•	 Lack	of 	toilet	training	does	not	keep	
a child from being accepted into a 
program. Toilet training is provided  
if  it is part of  a child’s IEP. 

•	 Activities	should	be	child-centered	
and teacher-directed. The child’s 
goals should be embedded into 
activities that he or she enjoys. The 
teacher may need to direct or set-up a 
situation for intentional teaching of  
the skill, but it is done in the context 
of  an engaging activity for the child, 
as well as including typical peers in 
the activity for maximum enjoyment 
and learning. 

q Are you integrating service  
delivery into the daily schedule? 
When services such as speech,  
occupational or physical therapy   
occur within a child’s natural envi-
ronment throughout typical routines 
and activities, they are able to capital-
ize on the child’s interests, prefer-
ences, and actions. Characteristics to 
look for include: 

•	 Services	are	integrated	into	the	class-
room. Therapists embed the goals 
into the daily schedule and incorpo-
rate typical peers in the activities.

•	 Classroom	teams	follow	up	with	the	
goals designed by the therapists. 

•	 There	are	enough	materials	for	a	vari-
ety of  planned activities.

q Is there a consistent and ongoing 
system for staff  development? 
The implementation of  staff  devel-
opment programs should be planned 
carefully to incorporate effective 
procedures. All staff, including ad-
ministrators, should be a part of  the 
training efforts. Characteristics to 
look for include:

•	 Scheduled	planning	time	for	staff 	to	
specifically plan for individualized 
instruction.

•	 Professional	development	that	is	
provided throughout the year on one 
specific topic. When staff  are offered 
training for a complete year on the 
same topic it provides the trainer  

numerous opportunities to teach the 
concepts in a variety of  ways such as 
with the entire staff, in small focused 
groups, individual training opportu-
nities, and onsite consultation. This 
year-long approach benefits all staff  
learning styles. It gives staff  the time 
to reflect on their practices as well as 
having the assurance that the consul-
tant will be returning to assist in the 
learning process. 

•	 Training	provided	to	all	staff,	as	well	
as follow-up consultation with class-
room teams and individual teachers. 

q Do the teachers have tools and 
strategies for addressing issues 
of  disability and inclusion? The 
teacher’s task is to show all children 
how to work and play together. Char-
acteristics to look for include:   

•	 Teachers	introduce	disability	aware-
ness using children’s books, puppets, 
dolls, and pictures before a child with 
special needs starts in the program.

•	 Teachers	let	all	children	explore	equip-
ment used by children with special 
needs.

•	 Children	are	paired	as	“buddies,”		
giving them an organized way to  
get to know each other. The child with 
special needs should have a chance to 
be a helper in the buddy relationship, 
not only a recipient of  assistance.

q Is there a comprehensive system 
for evaluating the effectiveness of  
the program? Evaluation of  the in-
clusive early childhood program is im-
portant for purposes of  improvement 
and expansion. It is recommended 
that the evaluation design be multi-
dimensional. Characteristics to look 
for include:

•	 Evaluations	by	parents	and	staff 	
should be analyzed yearly.

•	 Training	for	staff 	and	parents	should	
come from their choices.

•	 Evaluation	of 	community	perceptions	
of  inclusion should be conducted and 
used as a basis for awareness-raising 
and education.
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about this new environment. I was 
reluctant to show how afraid I was. 
How could I be sure – really sure – that 
the staff  would know how to meet my 
daughter’s needs? How were the other 
kids going to respond to my daughter – 
especially the kids without a disability? 
I wished I could talk to another mom of  
a child with a disability so that I could 
know I wasn’t alone.

When Lauren started the program, 
she cried when she had to leave me.  
Lauren wasn’t the only one suffering 
from separation anxiety: Her tears were 
my tears. I remember not being able 
to leave the door to her classroom. I 
kept peering through the little window, 
watching and wondering how things 
were going. The staff  was wonderful 
with our daughter and extremely patient 
with me.

As time marched on, Lauren settled 
in to her new surroundings. My comfort 
level grew as I began to see her doing 
well. The teachers were warm, compas-
sionate, and sensitive to how Lauren was 
transitioning. They let her comfort level 
guide them. All of  Lauren’s therapies 
were conducted while all of  the children 
played. We soon discovered that Lauren 
is a social butterfly. She showed compas-
sion for her friends and was the one who 
would tend to a friend who had an issue. 
It was good for Lauren to experience 
friendship. It came much easier than I 
expected. All of  the kids were kind and 
considerate. The playgroup was rich in 
language and communication models. 
Lauren picked up on so much from 
watching her peers. Our first experience 
with an inclusive program went quite 
well. It was high quality, my daughter’s 
unique needs were met, and her differ-
ences were embraced.

It wasn’t until Lauren began her 
pre-kindergarten program that I figured 
out that our journey wasn’t only about 
getting her needs met – it was also about 
our needs as a family. Our family’s needs 
encompassed figuring out and giving 
voice to our hopes, dreams, and vision 
for Lauren’s future. I soon discovered 
that I had to become an advocate for her 
and partner with her educators to en-
sure that Lauren experienced success in 

her program. At first, I didn’t know what 
an advocate was. I didn’t know my rights. 
I didn’t know that the voice of  my fam-
ily is what really mattered when it came 
to programming decisions about my 
daughter. It was during Lauren’s 4-year-
old program that I started the journey of  
becoming an advocate for Lauren and a 
partner with her educators.

The staff  was empathetic toward me 
and honored the needs of  my family. Be-
cause of  my expanded role as a partner 
with Lauren’s educators, Lauren blos-
somed. She absolutely thrived. She made 
friends and her social skills grew expo-
nentially. We got Lauren successfully 
potty trained – with the help of  the staff  
(who had unbelievable patience) and 
also with the help of  the other kids in the 
class. We saw the level of  compassion 
grow in all students. Lauren was exposed 
to good language and communication 
models, and grew in confidence and in 
pride in her achievements. 

While it was often the case that 
Lauren benefited from typical peers as 
models, she also served as a model for 
typically-developing students as well. 
At the beginning of  the school year, 
Lauren’s teacher pulled me aside. The 
teacher was just getting to know Lauren 
and didn’t fully know Lauren’s abilities. 
It was snack time and the teacher said 
she began to hand out snacks. She had 
given snacks to three or four students 
and then she reached Lauren. She gave 
Lauren her snack and Lauren said, 
“Thank you.” She said it stopped her 
cold. First, she was surprised that Lauren 
knew to say thank you. Second, she had 
not heard any of  the typically-developing 
students say thank you thus far and she 
let it slide. When Lauren demonstrated 
her manners, she backtracked and asked 
the other students to use their manners 
and say thank you. It was wonderful that 
Lauren had positive behavior to model 
for the other students. It made my day.

Not only did we seek inclusive educa-
tional environments for Lauren, we ven-
tured out into our community and found 
experiences that were also beneficial to 
her. We registered her in an early child-
hood movement class. We discovered 
that Lauren loves to dance. The dance  

instructor was trained to handle the 
needs of  all children and worked with 
Lauren so that her participation was 
meaningful and, most importantly, fun 
for her. She made friends in dance class 
that have lasted to this day.

Lauren is now 8 years old, and while 
her future remains uncertain, we are full 
of  hope. We have also discovered the  
answers to some of  our most burning 
questions during Lauren’s early child-
hood experiences: Yes, I am an advocate. 
Yes, Lauren will be included. Yes, Lauren 
will be educated with her typically-  
developing peers. Yes, inclusion is a good 
thing.

Samtra Devard is Founder, HOPE Center 
Network for Families ( formerly HOPE 
Center of Delaware), and Lauren’s mom. 
She may be reached at samtradevard@
hopecenterofde.com.
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•	 Evaluation	of 	the	communication	
approach with the school district 
should be conducted and a collabora-
tive relationship encouraged for the 
district to assist with resources and 
supports while the child is in the 
typical environment with peers.  

These indicators help ensure a qual-
ity early childhood program is provided 
to students with and without disabili-
ties. Take the challenge to implement 
an inclusion program or find one for 
your child. The benefits outweigh the 
challenges. You will find the journey is 
worth it! 
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