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Genevieve, a new teacher in the toddler room at Caring Connections early childhood center, is excited to
meet her coworkers and the children in her classroom. Genevieve’s first day is fun, yet exhausting, and
she loves interacting with the children. Over the next several weeks, Genevieve spends time getting to
know the children and their families. She enjoys learning about each child’s personality and their favorite
activities.

Alex is a 2-year-old in Genevieve’s class. Alex currently receives early intervention services due to
concerns with his communication and social and emotional development. Alex’s family has shared his
Individualized Family Service Plan (IFSP) with Joy, the director of Caring Connections, and Genevieve
has reviewed it. Still, she has several questions, including how to help Alex play with his peers and
communicate when he is upset. Dani, a speech-language pathologist, works with Alex every Thursday at
the center, and Maura is an occupational therapist who sees Alex at home on Monday evenings. Genevieve
knows that Alex’s family has a social worker as part of the team, but she doesn’t know when they meet.

Genevieve wants to support Alex’s participation in the classroom. She wants to work with the specialists,
but she isn’t sure where to begin. She talks with Joy, and they decide to ask Alex’s parents, Audrey and
Xavier, if they can schedule a meeting.

Today’s inclusive early childhood settings provide robust programs for all early learners, including those with disabilities or
developmental delays, such as in the areas of motor, communication, or social and emotional development. Yet often, the families
of these early learners worry that their children’s needs may not be met in an inclusive setting. Based on our combined 80-plus
years as early interventionists, early childhood special educators, social workers, preschool teachers, professional development
providers, and researchers, this article will provide an overview of early intervention services in a variety of settings. These
strategies are intended to support novice teachers, preservice teachers, and any educator who seeks foundational, research-
supported practices for working with infants and toddlers who have a delay or disability. Following Genevieve, Alex, and others
from the opening vignette, we will weave strategies for fostering collaboration in inclusive early childhood settings by focusing on
a child with delays in the social-emotional and communication domains.

An Overview of Early Intervention and Team Members

Early intervention is a federally supported program for families who have a child under 36 months of age with a developmental
delay or disability (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 2004). Early intervention may not always look the same across
states, but there are some common characteristics:

« A service coordinator is responsible for ensuring that each eligible child receives all the services listed on their Individualized
Family Service Plan (IFSP).

« The IFSP includes the child’s developmental levels, family-identified outcomes, the services for which the child is eligible
that will assist with meeting those outcomes, and the service providers who will support the family.

+ Early interventionists form a team to support the family in meeting IFSP outcomes. (See “Who is on My Team, and What Do
They Do?” below for information about potential team members.)
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In some states, one team member is assigned as the primary person to work with a family, with guidance and contributions from
other team members. In other states, multiple team members work with the child and family on a regular basis. Regardless of the
service model, early interventionists work around a child’s daily and weekly routines, both at home and in the community. They
partner with the family and with community entities to support the family in meeting IFSP outcomes (Pletcher & Younggren
2013). For example, an IFSP outcome could include being able to express wants and needs verbally or by using an alternative
communication system, or it could include being able to participate in mealtime routines with the family. Each IFSP will list
child- and family-specific strategies to help meet the outcomes; strategies will not be the same for different families even if the
overarching outcome is similar.

Who Is on My Team, and What Do They Do?

Profession Area(s) of Focus
Occupational therapist Motor development, self-help skills,
(Maura) sensory and regulatory procession
Physical therapist Motor development, use of adaptive equipment (if needed)
Service coordinator Ensures team is identified and monitors the
(Sonia) implementation of services on IFSP
Social worker Parent-child relationship, attachment, resources
(Tyra)
Special instruction provider (also General development, cognitive
known by other terms, such as child development, play, social interaction
development specialist, developmental
therapist, early intervention teacher)
Speech-language pathologist Expressive language (talking, sign language, augmentative
, communication, picture communication systems),
(Dani) 5 S . .
receptive language (understanding), articulation

Inclusive Settings for Young Children

Inclusive settings are those that include children with and without disabilities. Children with developmental delays or disabilities
participate in many inclusive community activities, such as early learning programs, park district programs, and library story
times. The defining features of inclusive programs for young children include access to community settings, full and active
participation in the activities within those environments, and administrative supports necessary for participation (DEC/NAEYC
2009). Strong and consistent collaboration among educators, early interventionists, and family members is necessary for high-
quality inclusion (NPDCI 2009). Therefore, effective strategies for teaming and collaboration are essential.

While early childhood educators have the willingness to support young children with disabilities, they and their programs may
not have the knowledge, past experiences, or sufficient means to individualize instruction (Yu 2019). For example, although this
trend is changing to include more extensive coursework, in the past, educator preparation programs may have included just one
or two courses in special education, often at an introductory level (Rakap et al. 2017). Having access to consultation and other
resources helps educators view inclusion more positively, and it also creates positive experiences for the child (Knoche et al.
2006; Huang & Diamond 2009; Muccio et al. 2014). Opportunities for collaboration among professionals within the field are as
necessary as the collaboration between those professionals and the family.

For example, to ensure that Alex fully engages in Genevieve’s classroom, ongoing and individualized assistance is essential. This
will be provided by Alex’s family, his early intervention team, and Genevieve. Additionally, as the center director, Joy can offer the
time and resources for Genevieve to participate in professional development and to plan, consult, and reflect with other members
of Alex’s team.
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Elements of Effective Communication and Collaboration

Early childhood educators in both center- and home-based settings can team with early interventionists. Indeed, participating as
a team member on a child’s IFSP is a vital step toward effective collaboration. For a child with a disability to succeed in an
inclusive classroom, continual communication and regular meetings are critical. When all the members of a team—including the
family—work together, individualized services are consistent across multiple settings. Children who receive supports in multiple
settings have interconnected opportunities to practice and make progress on skills that enhance their engagement in everyday
routines and learning experiences (McWilliam 2011). Each member of the team plays a role in collaboration and communication
so that a child experiences appropriate adaptations and strategies for positive learning and growth to occur (Murata & Tan 2009;
Vakil et al. 2009; Hart Barnett & O’shaugnessy 2015).

Conversation Starters for Professionals and Families

Professionals

What is the best way to reach
you on a regular basis?

Families

What are your regular activities or appointments?

How do you keep in contact with the family?

What are your regular evening activities?

How can we share information in an
efficient and collaborative way?

What are your family’s “recreational,
seasonal, or spontaneous” activities?

What are our shared goals for the next month?

What social gatherings does your
family host or attend?

What is the best way | can support your work?

What “"opportunities does your child
have to interact with peers?”

Adapted from Woods & Lindeman 2008, pages 277-279.

Strategies for Effective Communication and Collaboration

Because of the number of individuals on an IFSP team, efficient communication can seem overwhelming or difficult to achieve.
Five key strategies can overcome these challenges and foster effective communication, which can in turn lead to fruitful
collaboration. These factors are: defining roles, exchanging information across settings after gaining consent, utilizing
communication logs, scheduling meetings, and gathering and using data.

Defining Roles

Genevieve knows that Alex and his family are supported by several professionals, but she is not sure
about each person’s unique role and focus with Alex. Genevieve is particularly confused with outcomes
related to Alex’s social and emotional development. She would like clarification on the strategies that
Maura suggests and how these are similar to or different from the information Tyra, the social worker, is
sharing with Alex’s family. Also, Genevieve is unsure of what interaction Sonia, the service coordinator,
has with the rest of the team. As Genevieve reviews Alex’s IFSP, she makes notes of questions that she
will ask Audrey and Xavier when she has the opportunity to discuss the plan and people involved.

Everyone working on a team has a role, but this may not be readily evident. Some roles are clear, such as the speech-language
pathologist who is responsible for providing strategies, activities, and materials to promote language and communication. Other
roles, such as social work or occupational therapy, may be unclear, so establishing responsibilities in the initial stages of an IFSP
prevents confusion and ensures that follow-through occurs in all areas.
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Exchanging information

When Genevieve first meets with Alex’s family, she asks them to complete the necessary consent forms for
her center. She also asks the family to sign consents with all of Alex’s early interventionists so she can
discuss Alex’s goals and progress with everyone on the team. She shares with the family information
about the daily class schedule and ideas that she has to help Alex feel part of the classroom. She mentions
that there may occasionally be classroom visitors and asks for input from Alex’s parents on how to make
sure Alex is comfortable with new people. Genevieve also informs Audrey and Xavier that Joy is very
supportive and has provided her with information and resources. Additionally, she plans to take a short
class on inclusion and hopes to learn more about supporting children with developmental delays.

Once she obtains consent and has the appropriate contact information, she asks each team member
questions, such as their preferred means of communication, the frequency with which they would like to
communicate, and the best times of day to communicate via phone, email, or in person. During these
conversations, Genevieve also inquires about service delivery and gathers more information related to
Alex’s development. She’ll use this information to plan activities in the classroom.

Because Genevieve is relatively unfamiliar with the IFSP process, she asks questions related to it.
Genevieve notices that a particular strategy listed on the IFSP—providing Alex a quiet space with no
distractions—will not work in the classroom setting, so she invites Maura, the occupational therapist, to
observe. Together, they brainstorm alternative strategies and ideas. These include having soothing and
familiar objects available for Alex and rearranging the classroom so he has a space he can safely go to
when he is overwhelmed. Both Genevieve and Maura feel like this visit in the classroom created an
opportunity for more meaningful collaboration to occur, and Alex’s parents are excited to learn about the
conversation between the two. They support the strategies identified through this collaboration.

Effective communication depends upon having consent to share information among members of the IFSP team and other
important adults in the child’s daily life. Early interventionists and educators must receive consent from the child’s legal guardian
for this to happen. It is important to understand which consent forms are necessary within an organization, and also to learn what
consent forms are needed from other providers on the team. Many times, a release of information needs to be completed for all
team members who plan to communicate. If parental consent to share information is difficult to obtain, team members should
listen to the family’s concerns and have an open conversation about why consent to exchanging this information will help the
child. Often, concerns are alleviated by explaining who will have access to what types of information and how it will be used.
Parents should know that they can revoke consent at any time.

Once consent forms have been signed, team members should identify the best way to communicate with each other. (See
“Conversation Starters for Professionals and Families” above for some sample conversation starters to use when gathering
information from families and other team members.) With that information, each team member can regularly call, text, or email
each other. They also can observe how the child learns and interacts with others in a variety of settings. Because each team
member is working toward the same goals and outcomes—but providing different services to reach these goals—all team members
can seek understanding about service delivery and the child’s needs, strengths, interests, and other assets shown in different
contexts or settings.

Using Communication Logs

Alex has a large team, and Genevieve finds herself communicating with many different people. She recalls
that Alex’s parents expressed a preference for communication to be on paper. It allows them to write
information more easily, rather than having to remember to log into a website with a digital notebook. So
Genevieve uses a paper notebook to begin a communication log. After each conversation with a team
member, she documents the date, time, and person she spoke with, along with a brief summary of the
discussion. The communication log is stored in Alex’s backpack in his cubby.
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Genevieve herself comes to rely on the communication log as a reference for her notes and ongoing
planning. Other team members use it to catch up on what has happened during the day at the center. Tyra
(the social worker) usually sees Alex and his family at home but she occasionally visits Caring
Connections to assist Alex there. When she does, she communicates face-to-face with Genevieve as well as
in the notebook. Alex’s parents also contribute to the conversation by writing in the log so that the other
team members know what is working well at home and in community settings. Joy helps in these efforts
by providing Genevieve time during the day to write in the notebook and read what others wrote.

Because teams include multiple members, a clear and agreed-upon communication strategy encourages all team members to
contribute and stay informed. It also ensures that the sole responsibility for sharing information does not rest on just one person,
particularly the parent. This communication system can be physical (a spiral notebook) or digital (a shared document on a
password-protected account). The primary considerations are ease of use and privacy. (See “Sample Communication Log” below
for an example of a communication log used with multiple team members.)

Sample Communication Log

Date / Time Name (Role) Summary Notes / Future Actions
Sept. 13 Audrey We tried rolling and kicking Alex did not seem to enjoy this activity.
& Xavier a ball with Alex at the park. We will continue looking for turn-taking
9:00 om (parents) Initially, he was hesitant, but activities that he wants to do.
he eventually joined us in
play. He lost interest quickly.
Sept 14 Maura During today’s visit, | introduced | Alex was a bit hesitant, but he
(occupational Alex to sensory bins using eventually explored the beans once
S:4S pm therapist) beans in a bucket. This will help he saw his parents play with them.
prepare him for working with Audrey and Xavier will continue to use the
firlgd beans during an activity sensory bins with beans during the week.
in his classroom next week.
SeP.{.. 1 Genfvieve Alex plgyed w";th a variety of Alex was quieter than usual all day.
(early toys today and sat near peers ) .
4:00 pm childhood but did not really talk with them. w}'ﬁ'T:aerOJ;ngnt?]et:,‘ei;ecr;:g;yoﬁ'gj‘z\]Ne
educator) He smiled but was quiet when and with an art project on 9/23
we looked at his favorite book. :
SeP)(_ ™ Tyra (social Alex’s parents and | discussed Audrey and Xavier mentioned that
worker) his hesitation to interact Alex will see his 4-year-old cousin
S:20 pm with peers. We talked this weekend, and we discussed
about two games that Alex several strategies to encourage them
likes, and we played those to play together, including a marble
together to practice turn- painting activity that works best
taking and interaction. with 2 people. Genevieve, we are
sending directions and materials for
the games in Alex’s backpack. Let us
know if you are able to play them on
the playground or during free play.
Sept. I Dani (speech/ | Alex and | read his favorite After today's session, Genevieve and |
language book, What Do | Feel? / Que” discussed approaches for incorporating
9:35 am pathologist) Siento?, by Annie Kubler, trans. more bilingual texts in the classroom.
Teresa Mlawer, during today's 1 will follow up with Audrey and
session. | encouraged him to Xavier for book recommendations.
name famillar objects, colors, See the session note for more details.
and emotions in the book.
Sept. IT Genevieve Today we tried one of the Thanks for sending this game! Today
(early games that Alex’s parents sent we only included one other child,
4:00 pm childhood in. Alex smiled and was excited but we will try to have the game
educator) to see the game. We included available every day and see if Alex
one other child. Alex played with | plays with other children, also.
him for about 10 minutes, and
although he did not talk much,
he was smiling the whole time.
Sep&. 18 Genevieve Alex really seemed to enjoy My assistant and | collected data on Alex's
(early the art center today. He goals throughout the day. The data sheets
4:00 pm childhood painted a picture, talked are in Alex's backpack. Let us know if
educator) with the child next to him, this is helpful and if we should focus on
and shared the paints! these same data points next week. Also,
is it more helpful if we collect data on
several activities in one day or collect
data on the same activity every day?
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Scheduling Regular Meetings with All Team Members

Alex’s family or any team member may request an IFSP meeting to discuss concerns. These may include,
but are not limited to, a drastic change in Alex’s behavior or functioning, a need to revise IFSP outcomes,
a lack of communication with specific providers, or ineffective collaboration among all providers. After
Genevieve’s first IFSP meeting with Alex’s team, she feels that she understands the early intervention
process better, including why the specific outcomes were chosen for him. She is also able to meet and ask
questions of the social worker, Tyra, and service coordinator, Sonia. Genevieve is excited to share her
observations of Alex’s language, emotional, and social skills in the classroom, such as when he attempted
to comfort a peer who fell on the playground. The other team members appreciate her input.

While communication among the family, early learning program, and early intervention providers should occur on a regular
basis, convening a formal IFSP meeting offers the time and space for everyone to meet together. During an initial IFSP meeting,
introductions are vital, and this is an ideal time to decide on preferred methods of communication, as highlighted earlier.
Meetings to review and revise the IFSP goals and outcomes are typically held every six months, but they can be requested at any
other time (IDEA 2004). The IFSP meeting is where family-centered functional outcomes are determined; therefore, all team
members should be present and asked for input during this meeting. With parental consent, early childhood educators can be
present at the IFSP meeting. They have essential information regarding the child’s skills, strengths, and areas of concern in the
classroom and with peers. If an outcome listed on the IFSP is no longer appropriate, a meeting can be convened to revise the
IFSP.
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Sample Data Collection Sheet

Date / Time Peer Interaction

/ Location

Emotion
Identification

Language Use

Looked ot peer’s art
and commented

O Not near peers O No opportunity O No expressive language
SeP*‘ 18 B Near peer, no interaction B Did not respond/ O 1- to 2-word rote phrases (ok, thank you)
O Near peer, non-verbal ::ﬁg:‘lfgs:;onons B 2-word novel phrases (red block, go truck)
communication
(smile, head nod) O Responded O 3-to 5-word rote phrases
s()— : appropriately O 3-to 5-word novel phrases
s gl ¥ e o L when adult asked | g it adults
10:3S am ) emotion question .
O Sharing toys and objects O Usad.ematioi O With peers
0O Other: words in imitation O Other
Block Areo. O Used emotion words | Examples:
spontaneously
O Not near peers O No opportunity O No expressive language
Sep\: 18 O Near peer, no interaction M Did not respond/ B 1- to 2-word rote phrases (ok, thank you)
B Near peer, non-verbal Sﬁg:fgs:;?t'ons O 2-word novel phrases (red block, go truck)
communication
(smile, head nod) O Responded O 3-to 5-word rote phrases
10:4S5— O Near peer, occasional appropriately O 3-to 5-word novel phrases
1:0S am verbal communication when adult asked B With adults
) ) emotion question .
O Sharing toys and objects & Used emotion O With peers
O Other: words in imitation O Other
P\agground O Used emotion words | Examples:
spontaneously
O Not near peers W No opportunity O No expressive language
Sept 18 O Near peer, no interaction O Did not respond/ B 1- to 2-word rote phrases (ok, thank you)
B Near peer, non-verbal identify emotions O 2-word novel phrases (red block, go truck)
communication when asked
(smile, head nod) O Responded O 3-to 5-word rote phrases
B : appropriately O 3-to 5-word novel phrases
ot o \’;‘eera!;a‘ljce:ce::}\?r(\:uc:isé:gzL when adult asked B With adults
1:4S om ) ) emotion question '
O Sharing toys and objects & Used emotion O With peers
O Other: words in imitation O Other
vk Smiled when peer shared B Used emotion words | Examples: “More milk”
un ‘H’\ea liked f00d spontaneously
O Not near peers O No opportunity O No expressive language
Sep+ 8 O Near peer, no interaction ® Did not respond/ 0O 1- to 2-word rote phrases (ok, thank you)
’ O Near peer, non-verbal wﬁg;“g’sﬁg‘;“ons W 2-word novel phrases (red block, go truck)
communication
(smile, head nod) O Responded O 3-to 5-wotd rote phrases
B Near peer, occasional appropriately 0O 3-to 5-word novel phrases
300— verbal communication whar adult askgd W With adults
S B = Shariut Frobjact emotion question o With
S P aring toys and objects O Used emotion ith peers
0O Other: words in imitation O Other
Gave paintbrush to O Used emotion words | Examples: “‘Whot’s that?”
e eked spontaneously
EBaTeR peeriunen aske “Paint, please”

Gathering and Using Data

Initially, Genevieve is concerned with the amount of time it will take her to collect data related to Alex’s
outcomes. She wants to find ways to authentically collect data within her setting. For example, Alex has
outcomes related to participating in parallel play during structured and unstructured play time in familiar
settings. He also has outcomes related to identifying basic emotions (happy, sad, angry, etc.) when

looking at books or playing.

Genevieve and Tyra work together to create a data sheet for the target behaviors so that any adult in the
classroom can easily and quickly fill it out. With these sheets available, Genevieve has data by the end of
each day on Alex’s play, social, emotional, and communication behaviors related to his outcomes.

Within the home setting, Tyra works with Alex’s family to further support their development of positive,
nurturing, and responsive parenting practices to help increase Alex’s emotion regulation. The family is
also encouraged to openly validate Alex’s experiences and label his emotions throughout the day. During
each session, Tyra, Audrey, and Xavier discuss the priority for the week and how they will keep data.
Some weeks, Audrey and Xavier write a brief note at the end of each day related to how Alex responded to
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stressful or new situations. Other weeks, they keep track of how many times Alex was able to identify
emotions in books that they read each day. Audrey and Xavier share this information with the rest of the
team in the communication notebook.

Because each team member collects and shares data about Alex’s outcomes, this information can be used
to compare his behaviors across settings and to help inform service delivery.

Family-identified outcomes are a key component of the IFSP document. As such, everyone on a child’s team works toward
meeting these specified goals, and collecting data across settings is critical. Such information helps to guide service delivery, to
demonstrate that the child is making progress toward their IFSP goals and outcomes, and to determine how a child is responding
to interventions. Educators readily acknowledge the importance of data, but even for those with years of experience, the process
of data collection can be difficult: There may be insufficient time to collect it. Recording sheets and systems may not be
appropriate for the child’s goals or easy to use. Team members may collect data inconsistently with each other. (Browley &
Stormont 2014; Zweig et al. 2015; Ruble et al. 2018).

Owing to the many different ways to take data, each team member should communicate early on about effective ways to gather
data for their settings and purposes. Within an early childhood setting, educators can use anecdotal notes, running records, rating
scales, or frequency counts (Classen & Cheatham 2015; Bates et al. 2019; Love et al. 2019). Teams should decide on the best
mechanism for collecting and sharing data that will be easy, useful, and lead to information about progress toward identified
outcomes. (See “Sample Data Collection Sheet” above for an example of a data recording sheet created for use in an early learning
setting.)

All Team Members Have a Voice

Many effective strategies can be used when educating and caring for infants and toddlers with delays or disabilities in a variety of
inclusive settings. Optimal teaming relies on shared responsibility among early interventionists, early childhood educators,
administrators, and families. All team members should reach out to one another in order to appropriately support the child across
daily routines and activities. (See “Resources for Professionals and Families” below for a list of resources.) All team members have
a voice; when in doubt, reach out!

As Genevieve’s year draws to a close, she marvels at the progress Alex has made. His communication skills
are improving; he routinely engages in parallel play; he has even started identifying specific emotions and
interacting more regularly with one or two particular friends from class. Alex’s team continues gathering
data and meeting regularly. His family remains an involved, integral part of his team.

Genevieve recalls how uncertain she was when the year began. As a new teacher, she doubted her
classroom expertise and underestimated the value her voice and observations would have amid a much
more experienced group of professionals. Now, she sees the integral role she played in Alex’s progress.
Thanks to the team’s collaboration and the ongoing and consistent communication among all of its
members, she ends the year knowing that she is armed with tools and support that will guide her in
shaping the lives and outcomes of future students.

Resources for Professionals and Families

Policy and Position Statements
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