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Special Instructors and Early Care Educators: Natural Partners in Natural Environments for Early Intervention Services
Rationale for Natural Environments in Law and Early Intervention Practice
Since its inception, the federal program of early intervention services for infants and toddlers and their families has required “that efforts be made to provide early intervention services in settings and facilities that do not remove the children from natural environments (e.g. the home, day care centers, or other community settings)” (54 CFR 119 § 303.12 (b) note 1).  This concern with location of services is consistent with a similar provision in of Part B of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), which requires educational services for students with disabilities to be provided in the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE); with federal district court decisions (e.g. Pennsylvania Association for Retarded Children (PARC) v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, and Mills v. Board of Education); and with civil rights legislation such as the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) that prohibits exclusion and segregation in education and public accommodations (Safford, 1989).  With regard to location of services for children with disabilities the primary concern of courts, lawmakers, and regulatory agencies has been to address issues of civil rights for persons with disabilities and their families.
Professionals from the broad array of disciplines that comprise early intervention are not primarily concerned with those same issues related to location of services.  Instead, their primary focus is on identifying the within the home, day care centers, or other community settings, the opportunities for infants and toddlers to acquire and practice functional skills and behaviors.  Recommended practice guidelines of the Division for Early Childhood (DEC) indicate that interventions should be embedded and distributed within and across the routines, activities and places that are part of the child’s daily experience (Sandall, 2005).  In keeping with DEC recommendations, Special Instructors tend to explore the various natural environments of the children they serve in search of the routines, activities, and places (RAPs) that offer learning and practice opportunities.  
When early intervention services are provided within the context of child care settings, such opportunities can be discovered and carefully maximized in partnership with the early care educator (child care provider).  Such interdisciplinary partnerships can result in substantial benefits for the Special Instructor, the early care educator, and the children who are receiving early intervention.  Furthermore, research on such collaborations indicates that indirect benefits can extend to other children who participate in the child care program, but who are not enrolled in early intervention 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Bruder, 1993; Clark, 1992; Kontos, 1988)
.  
Child care routines, activities and places
As a natural environment for many infants and toddlers, child care offers a variety of experiences that address development in all domains.  For example, routines for infant and toddler groups typically include 
· transitions (e.g. arrival, shifts between activities, and departure) 
· snack time, 
· naps, and 
· regular hygienic and housekeeping practices (e.g. diapering, toileting, clean-up, and hand washing)
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Craig, 1997; Golbeck, 1997)
.  
Planned activities in child care may involve
· music (singing and making sounds with simple rhythm instruments), 
· early literacy activities (e.g. listening to stories, looking at pictures, handling books), and 
· crafts (e.g. exploring materials of various colors, textures, and tastes).  
Child care contexts include a variety of indoor places, such as
· floor spaces, 
· table areas, and
· open areas for large toy play. 
Child care programs also offer outdoor places such as 
· grassy areas, 
· swing and slide areas, 
· sidewalks, and 
· wading pools.  
Furthermore, many quality child care programs plan visits to other settings in the community such as parks, fire stations, libraries, and farms (Craig, 1997; Golbeck, 1997).  Each of these program routines, activities, and places presents opportunities for embedding activities to promote IFSP outcomes for development in emotional expression and regulation, cognition, communication, fine and gross motor skills, and social interaction.  
Benefits to Early Intervention
Providing children with frequent opportunities to practice using new skills across routines, activities, and places increases the likelihood that the behaviors will be achieved, generalized, and maintained.  Toward this end, early care educators can help the Special Instructor to become familiar with the routines, activities, and places specific to the target child’s care program.  In addition to being a source of important information about the environment in which the child is functioning, the early care educator usually knows the child well and can share critical information about the child’s characteristics and behavioral changes.  
Early care educators are uniquely positioned to observe children over extended periods of time, and across a range of routines, activities and places occurring throughout the day.  The early care educator usually knows how an individual child typically reacts to new experiences, what the child prefers or dislikes, when the child’s “best times of day” are, and what is happening in the child care context or the child’s life that may affect learning and behavior.  Sharing this kind of information can facilitate the planning of intervention activities, and provide useful insights for assessment and monitoring purposes. 
Benefits to early care education

Just as the Special Instructor may rely on the care educator to understand the RAPs that are part of the child care environment, the early care educator will depend upon the early interventionist to

· provide an explanation of the child’s IFSP goals,   

· point out how goal related skills and behaviors could be practiced within the context of the program’s RAPs, and

· learn to use specific strategies to support the child’s development and monitor progress toward outcomes.

Even early care educators who are well-qualified and experienced with typically developing children may lack the knowledge and confidence to meet the special needs of children with disabilities (Dinnebeil, McInerney, Fox & Juchartz-Pendry, 1998; Golbeck & Harlan, 1997).  Research on collaborations between early intervention and community child care has demonstrated that benefits of such partnerships may include improvement in caregivers’ intervention skills and improvement in the child care environment (Clark & Oltmans, 1986; Kontos, 1988; Bruder, 1993).   Special Instructors can enhance caregivers’ efforts by sharing their own expertise on meeting the special needs of children.  For example, the Special Instructor may explain and model strategies such as 
· chained behaviors,

· graduated guidance,

· expansions,

· high probability procedure,

· prompts, 
· play sequences, 
· time delay, and
· balanced turn-taking.
When appropriate, the Special Instructor can also assist with accessing or making AT devices and using them within the context of the child care program.   
The Special Instructor can also collaborate with the early care educator to develop simple strategies for recording child observations at appropriate times throughout the day.  The techniques employed (e.g. checklists, anecdotal data, video or audio recordings) may be individualized and adapted to suit the needs of the early care educator and the program.  Depending upon child care program staffing, it may be necessary for the Special Instructor to collaborate with multiple early care educators who work with the same child.  Each care educator may have different needs and requirements for using observational recording techniques.  
Benefits to children receiving both early intervention and child care services
When special instructors and early care educators combine their skills and implement teaching strategies systematically, the child’s participation in the early childhood program can be supported throughout each day.  Special instruction/early care education partnerships can result in providing infants and toddlers with more frequent and consistent learning and practice opportunities in within the context of routines, activities, and places in their child care environment as well as their home.  For many young children with disabilities, intervention provided in this way also means more continuous contact with the culture and language of their home and neighborhood during a time in life when identity is beginning to form (Lally, 1995).  Furthermore, it provides opportunity to share experiences with children who will potentially be classmates, teammates, friends, and fellow citizens; it means “starting in the mainstream” (Safford, 1989) of their own communities, and not having to apply for membership later in life.
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