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Policy Statement on Inclusion of Children with 

Disabilities in Early Childhood Programs 
  

• It is the Departments’ position that all young 
children with disabilities should have access to 
inclusive high-quality early childhood 
programs where they are provided with 
appropriate support in meeting high 
expectations 

2 



 
Policy Statement on Inclusion of Children with 
Disabilities in Early Childhood Programs 
 •The importance of  early childhood inclusion: 

–Being meaningfully is the first step to equal opportunity, and is every 
person’s right 

–Research indicates that meaningful inclusion is beneficial to children with 
and without disabilities   

–Meaningful inclusion in high-quality early childhood programs can 
support children with disabilities in reaching their full potential resulting 
in broad societal benefits  

–Inclusion in early childhood programs can set a trajectory for inclusion 
across the course of an individual's life 
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Policy Statement on Inclusion of Children with 

Disabilities in Early Childhood Programs 
 • The need to focus on inclusion in early childhood: 

– Children with disabilities continue to face significant barriers to 
accessing inclusive early childhood programs 

– Too many preschool children with disabilities receive special 
education services in settings separate from their peers without 
disabilities  

– While States have worked to expand access to high-quality 
early learning programs, there has not been a proportionate 
expansion of inclusive early learning opportunities for young 
children with disabilities  
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The Facts 

 
•Inclusion benefits all children 

–Children can be effectively educated in inclusive 
programs using specialized instruction 

–Families of all children generally have positive 
views of inclusion 

•Inclusion is not more expensive  
•Children do not need to be “ready” for 
inclusion 
 



The Facts 

And Yet… 
•In 27 years, inclusion has  increased only 
5.7% 
•And many children continue to be educated in 
separate settings 



Policy Statement on Inclusion of Children with 
Disabilities in Early Childhood Programs 

• A “high-quality” early childhood program is 
one that is inclusive of children with disabilities 
and their families and ensures that policies, 
funding, and practices enable their full 
participation and success 
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Policy Statement on Inclusion of Children with 

Disabilities in Early Childhood Programs 
 •The Policy Statement: 

•Sets an expectation for high-quality inclusion in early childhood 
programs; 

•Highlights the legal and research base for inclusion;  
•Provides recommendations to States and local programs and 
providers for increasing inclusive early learning opportunities for 
all children; and 

•Links to free resources for States, local programs and providers, 
and families that have been developed to support inclusion of 
children with disabilities in high-quality early education programs 
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http://www2.ed.gov/about/inits/ed/earlylearning/inclusion/recs-and-resources-states.html%23recommendations
http://www2.ed.gov/about/inits/ed/earlylearning/inclusion/recs-and-resources-local.html%23recommendations
http://www2.ed.gov/about/inits/ed/earlylearning/inclusion/recs-and-resources-local.html%23recommendations
http://www2.ed.gov/about/inits/ed/earlylearning/inclusion/recs-and-resources-states.html%23resources
http://www2.ed.gov/about/inits/ed/earlylearning/inclusion/recs-and-resources-local.html%23resources
http://www2.ed.gov/about/inits/ed/earlylearning/inclusion/resources-for-families.html


Policy Statement on Inclusion of Children with 
Disabilities in Early Childhood Programs 

Inclusion in early childhood programs:  
•including children with disabilities in general early childhood programs together 
with their peers without disabilities;  

•holding high expectations and intentionally promoting participation in all 
learning and social activities, facilitated by individualized accommodations; and  

•using evidence-based services and supports to foster their development, 
friendships with peers, and sense of belonging.  

 

This applies to all young children with disabilities, from those with the mildest 
disabilities, to those with the most significant disabilities.  



Parent Centers: Implementing the 
Policy Statement 

•State Recommendations 
 

•Local Recommendations 



Policy Statement on Inclusion of Children with 
Disabilities in Early Childhood Programs 

•Recommendations for State Action 
1. Create a State-Level Interagency Task Force and 

Plan for Inclusion 
2. Ensure State Policies are Consistent with High-

Quality Inclusion 
3. Track Data on Goals on Inclusion 
4. Review and Modify Resource Allocations 
5. Ensure Quality Rating Frameworks are Inclusive 
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Policy Statement on Inclusion of Children with 
Disabilities in Early Childhood Programs 

•Recommendations for State Action 
6. Strengthen Accountability and Build Incentive 

Structures 
7. Build a Coordinated Early Childhood Professional 

Development System 
8. Implement Statewide Supports for Children’s Social 

Emotional and Behavioral Health 
9. Raise Public Awareness 
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Policy Statement on Inclusion of Children with 
Disabilities in Early Childhood Programs 

•Recommendations for Local Action 
1. Partner with Families 
2. Adhere to Legal Provision of Supports and 

Services in Inclusive Settings 
3. Assess and Improve the Quality of Inclusion 
4. Review and Modify Resource Allocations 
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Policy Statement on Inclusion of Children with 
Disabilities in Early Childhood Programs 

•Recommendations for Local Action 
5. Enhance Professional Development 
6. Establish an Appropriate Staffing Structure and 

Strengthen Staff Collaboration 
7. Ensure Access to Specialized Supports 
8. Develop Formal Collaborations with Community 

Partners 
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Resources 

Initiatives and Opportunities to Support Inclusion 
•Federal Public Awareness Campaign with a Joint Policy 
Statement on Inclusion 
•DEC Recommended Practices and Special Initiative on Inclusion  
•DEC Recommended Practices 
•CONNECT Modules 
•http://www2.ed.gov/earlylearning 
•OSEP 
•ECTA Center 

http://www2.ed.gov/earlylearning


DEC Recommended Practices 
http://www.dec-sped.org/#!dec-recommended-practices/t8p3w 



CONNECT Modules 
http://connect.fpg.unc.edu/ 



OSEP Early Learning 
http://www2.ed.gov/about/inits/ed/earlylearning/inclusion/index.html 



ECTA Center 
http://ectacenter.org/topics/inclusion/default.asp 

 



NAEYC/DEC Joint Policy Statement 
http://www.naeyc.org/files/naeyc/file/positions/DEC_NAEYC_EC_updatedKS.pdf 



Highly Individualized  
Teaching and Learning 

HHS/ACF/OHS resources on the ECLKC website 
include: 
•15 Minute In-Service Suites to support professional 
development through training materials   
•Curriculum modifications 
•Embedded learning  
•Intensive individualized teaching practices  

 





 
Policy Statement on Inclusion of Children with 

Disabilities in Early Childhood Programs 
 

•Families, early childhood programs, schools, 
communities, and government at all levels must 
develop a robust partnership to build a culture 
of inclusion to ensure that all children have an 
equal opportunity to thrive 
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We want to partner to build a 
nationwide culture of inclusion 

 

Tracie.Dickson@ed.gov 
Jamie.Sheehan@acf.hhs.gov 

 
www.ed.gov/early-learning/inclusion 

 



 
HHS and ED Policy Statement on  

Family Engagement 
 

From the Early Years to the Early Grades 
 

www.ed.gov/early-learning 
www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ecd 

http://www.ed.gov/early-learning
http://www.ed.gov/early-learning
http://www.ed.gov/early-learning
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ecd


 

• Align the Frameworks 
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Policy Statement Purpose 



 
 

• Building a common language 
• Prioritizing family engagement as an early childhood and  
    educational strategy.  
• Providing guidance to the field for 

implementing high-impact 
family engagement practices. 
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Policy Statement Purpose 



Definition of Family Engagement  

Family engagement refers to 
the systematic inclusion of 
families in activities and 
programs that promote 
children’s development, 
learning, and wellness, including 
in the planning, development, 
and evaluation of such 
activities, programs, and 
systems.  
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•Parenting and Parent Engagement 
• Early parent-child relationships have powerful effects on children’s  
emotional well-being 
• With parents’ sensitive, responsive, and predictable care, young  
children develop the skills they need to succeed in life. 
• Supportive and extensive social networks for parents help them 
create more stimulating home environments for their children, 
communicate better with their children, and feel more confident in 
their role as parents 

 
 

 
 

Policy Statement Research Highlights 
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Parent-School/Provider/Program 
Relationships 
 

•Strong, positive relationships between 
families and providers reinforce 
learning at home and in the community  

•Two-way communication and cultural 
and linguistic responsiveness enable 
strong, positive relationships 

Policy Statement Research Highlights 
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•Home-School Connections 
•Promoting enriching learning activities in the classroom and 
in the home contributes to children’s learning and 
development. 

•Family activities such as reading and talking to young 
children lead to positive outcomes. 
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Policy Statement Research Highlights 

Research to Practice Series 
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/family/rtp-series.html 



 

 

•Family Well-Being Matters  
•Family well-being is a strong predictor of children’s school 
readiness 

•Promoting families’ strengths and resilience through 
comprehensive services and promising practices (such as 
two-generation approaches) support young children 
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Policy Statement Research Highlights 

Research to Practice Series 
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/family/rtp-series.html 



1. Create continuity and consistency for children and families. 
 

2. Value respectful and trusting relationships between 
families and professionals.  

 

3. Develop goal-oriented relationships with families that are 
linked to children’s development and learning.  

 

4. Engage families around children’s health, mental health 
and social and emotional well-being.  

 

5. Ensure that all family engagement opportunities are 
culturally and linguistically responsive.  
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Principles of Effective Family Engagement 



6. Build staff capacity to implement family engagement 
practice principles.  

7. Support families’ connections and capabilities.  

8. Systemically embed effective family engagement 
strategies within early childhood systems and programs.  

9. Develop strong relationships with community partners that 
support families.  

10. Continuously learn and improve.  
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Principles of Effective Family Engagement 



1. Plan for and prioritize family engagement.  
 

2. Communicate consistent messages that support strong family 
engagement.  

 

3. Invest and allocate resources.  
 

4. Establish policies, procedures, and practices that support 
family engagement. 

 

5. Establish workforce capacity building that supports family 
engagement.   

 

6. Develop and integrate family engagement data for continuous 
improvement in systems and programs.  
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Recommendations to Promote Family Engagement 



Early Intervention &  
Special Education 

1. Additional support needs of 
families with children with 
disabilities. 
 

2. Intersection of IDEA and family engagement 
practices 
 

3. Role of parent leadership  
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Moving Forward 

What strategies should the Departments use to 
promote the statement and move the work of 
family engagement forward? 
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Kiersten.Beigel@acf.hhs.gov 
Vicki.Myers@ed.gov 

 
www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ecd 

www.ed.gov/early-learning 
http://www2.ed.gov/about/inits/ed/earlylearning/families.html

#family-engagement-policy-statement  

 

http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ecd
http://www.ed.gov/early-learning
http://www.ed.gov/early-learning
http://www.ed.gov/early-learning
http://www2.ed.gov/about/inits/ed/earlylearning/families.html%23family-engagement-policy-statement
http://www2.ed.gov/about/inits/ed/earlylearning/families.html%23family-engagement-policy-statement
http://www2.ed.gov/about/inits/ed/earlylearning/families.html%23family-engagement-policy-statement
http://www2.ed.gov/about/inits/ed/earlylearning/families.html%23family-engagement-policy-statement
http://www2.ed.gov/about/inits/ed/earlylearning/families.html%23family-engagement-policy-statement
http://www2.ed.gov/about/inits/ed/earlylearning/families.html%23family-engagement-policy-statement
http://www2.ed.gov/about/inits/ed/earlylearning/families.html%23family-engagement-policy-statement
http://www2.ed.gov/about/inits/ed/earlylearning/families.html%23family-engagement-policy-statement
http://www2.ed.gov/about/inits/ed/earlylearning/families.html%23family-engagement-policy-statement
http://www2.ed.gov/about/inits/ed/earlylearning/families.html%23family-engagement-policy-statement
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