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Abstract

The implicit and explicit messages early childhood practitioners send about disability have important consequences for
young children'’s developing identities and sense of belonging. The authors discuss how practitioners can cultivate early
learning communities in which the identities of all young children, with and without disabilities, are affirmed. Drawing
on research and examples from practice, they explain how early educators can challenge and change deficit-based
assumptions about disability and other forms of diversity by practicing inclusion. The article provides a framework for
practicing inclusion and illustrates how such a process has the potential to positively affect the experiences of young
children with and without disabilities, sending a much-needed message to all young children and families about civil
rights, human diversity, and justice.

Leo, a 2.8-year-old child, experiences developmental Leo advancing with his peers to the preschool classroom
delays. Leo was born just months after his family emi- in the fall. The center has a strict policy that children in
grated from Mexico to the United States. He has attended preschool must be able to use the bathroom independently,
the same early childhood center since he was 12 weeks and Leo has not shown interest in toilet training. The staff
old. Leo moved from the infant room to the toddler room understand that Leo’s documented developmental delays
alongside his peers. He frequently chooses to participate in may impact when he begins toilet training. Felicia, the
small- and large-group classroom activities such as danc- center director, believes her preschool staff do not have the
ing and exploring books with other children in the class. resources to support children in diapers. Up until this point,
However, center staff have recently voiced concerns about center staff have included Leo in all classroom activities and

have welcomed his early intervention (El) team as partners

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,, in supporting full inclusion for Leo. However, when Leo’s

Competencies for Prenatal to 5 (P-5) Professionals™ parents meet with Felicia, the El team, and the preschool

3 teachers, th m t me to an im ver the toilet
[P-5 (13 P-5 (2) [P-5 (7 } eachers, they seem to come to a passe over the toile

) ) . training issue.
For more information see page 4, or visit www.zerotothree.org/p-5
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In El, early childhood education (ECE), and early childhood
special education (ECSE) settings, the messages practitioners
send about disability, identity, and belonging matter. Young
children with disabilities have historically been viewed through

a deficit-based lens (Seligman & Darling, 2017), which has
resulted in their exclusion from educational programs (Ferri &
Bacon, 2011). Exclusion comes in many forms (e.g., physical,
instructional, social, representational) and can have negative
consequences for young children’s sense of self (Rutland &
Killen, 2015), sense of belonging (Favazza, Ostrosky, Meyer, Yu,
& Mouzourou, 2017; Nind, Flewitt, & Payler, 2010), and sense of
fairness (Derman-Sparks & Edwards, 2011). What is more, hateful
and exclusionary language and images related to disability and
other historically marginalized identities have increased during
and following the 2016 U.S. presidential election (Costello, 2016),
further impacting young children’s sense of identity, belonging,
and fairness. Therefore, there is an urgent need for early
childhood practitioners to think critically about the practices
they use to support inclusion.

While the need for inclusion in early childhood is urgent,
practitioners’ knowledge and skills to support young children
with disabilities may vary. Differences in training based on early
education professional roles (i.e., El, ECE, ECSE; Horm, Hyson,
& Winton, 2013) and discrepancies in professional experiences
based on early childhood settings (e.g., home-based services
and programs, public center-based services and programs,
private center-based services and programs; Fuligni, Howes,
Huang, Hong, & Lara-Cinisomo, 2012), may result in an uneven
knowledge base regarding how to include young children with
disabilities in early learning settings (Sutherland & Teacher,
2004). Such variation means that EI/EC/ECSE practitioners
enter the work of inclusion with a range of experiences and
vantage points, requiring professional support (e.g., resources,
professional development) in different forms, frequencies, and
levels of depth.

Despite professional variation in knowledge and skills, we argue
here that all early childhood practitioners have the responsibility
to cultivate early learning communities in which the identities

of all young children are affirmed (Ferri & Bacon, 2011). There-
fore, practitioners must be supported to learn about inclusion,
challenge and change deficit-based assumptions about disability
and other forms of diversity, engage in processes of reflection,
and take actions that allow all young children to fully participate
in their communities. Practicing inclusion is not easy. Despite
more than 40 years of research, advocacy, and policy work doc-
umenting the important benefits of inclusion for all children, too
many young children with disabilities continue to be excluded
from meaningful learning opportunities with their same-age
peers (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services & U.S.
Department of Education, 2015). For this reason, the Division for
Early Childhood Priority Issues Agenda (2018) included “(Actually
Achieving) High Quality Inclusion” as a priority for all profession-
als that support young children and their families (p. 2). In this
article, we discuss this professional priority in depth by offering
definitions, perspectives, strategies, and resources for practicing
inclusion and doing justice in early childhood settings.
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The need for inclusion in early childhood is urgent.

Key Terms and Definitions:
Disability, Ableism, Inclusion

To frame our discussion on supporting identity and belonging
for young children with and without disabilities in EI/ECE/ECSE,
we begin with some key terms and definitions.

What Is Disability?

A variety of terms have been used to describe young children,
like Leo, who receive El or ECSE services through the
Individuals With Disabilities in Education Act (IDEA; Hebbeler,
Spiker, & Kahn, 2012), including “children with special needs”
(Cook, Klein, & Chen, 2015; Sukkar, Dunst, & Kirkby, 2017) and
“children with developmental delays or disabilities” (Bruder,
2010; Sullivan-Sego, Ro, & Park, 2016). We explicitly avoid the
use of euphemisms (e.g., diff-abilities, special needs, special
rights), which have shown to be ineffective in reducing stigma
associated with disability (Gernsbacher, Raimond, Balinghasay,
& Boston, 2016), and which disability rights advocates and
individuals in disability communities argue often perpetuate
deficit-based assumptions and exclusionary educational
practices (Back, Keys, McMahon, & O’'Neill, 2016; Rutherford,
2016). Instead, we purposefully use the terms “developmental
delay” and “disability,” to be clear about our point of reference,
and to connect our discussion to federal language in IDEA.

In the context of EI/ECE/ECSE settings, young children like Leo
may receive disability labels (e.g., developmental delay, intel-
lectual disability, visual impairment) that grant them and their
families El or ECSE services or both. For the purposes of this
article, we highlight how these labels act as identity markers that
have real consequences. Our goal is not to minimize the lived
reality of young children and families who receive these labels,
or to dismiss the important role they play in supporting access
to EI/ECSE services. Instead, we draw attention to how notions
of ability “difference” are constructed in relation to implicit
assumptions about nhormalcy (Annamma, Connor, & Ferri,
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Early educators who practice inclusion design and reflect on activities,
environments, and classroom experiences with each individual learner in
mind, to ensure that all children can access and participate in interesting,
relevant, and engaging early learning experiences.

2016). In other words, disability is produced in environments
in which individuals are perceived to be different from socially
constructed notions of normal child development. For exam-
ple, in the opening vignette, Leo’s delay in toilet training was
constructed in relation to a socially shared value around when
and how toilet training should be mastered. Were Leo to be in
a program with different expectations for toilet training, there
may have been no issue with him transitioning to preschool.
Thus, despite the ways IDEA frames disability as an either/

or (i.e., an individual either has a disability label or does not),
the meanings and consequences of a disability label change
depending on children’s circumstances, and directly relate to
assumptions in particular social environments (e.g., classrooms,
child care centers, schools).

As we discuss identity and belonging in EI/ECE/ECSE, we
recognize that disability identity is complex and intersects with
other aspects of identity. By this we mean, there is a tendency
to discuss individuals in terms of singular notions of identity
(i.e., disability or race or gender) and to make generalizations
about all people within these categories. However, we know
that individuals with disabilities are simultaneously members

of multiple identity groups and social locations (Annamma

et al, 2016; Crenshaw, 1995; Gillborn, 2015), whose experiences
with disability, identity, and belonging vary. For instance, Leo

is not only a young child with a developmental delay, but also
a young boy of color whose parents are immigrants. Based

on a combination of factors (i.e., biological, environmental,
geographic, historical, political), Leo’s sense of self and
belonging may look very different from another child with

the same disability label. In this article, while we foreground
disability, we recognize how intersecting identity markers

(e.g., race, gender, class, language) are also relevant to a child's
sense of self and belonging.
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What Is Ableism?

Leo’s parents worry about the short-term and long-term
consequences of not advancing Leo to the preschool
classroom with his peers and feel that the center is not
considering Leo’s identity and sense of belonging. They

are concerned that center staff are focused on what Leo
cannot do rather than all that he can do. They are afraid that
keeping Leo in the toddler classroom will affect his friend-
ships while sending other children, families, and center staff
deficit-based messages about Leo, his disability, and their
family. At drop off, Leo’s mother has already heard another
child call Leo a “baby,” because he still “wears diapers” and
is upset that the teachers did not intervene. Leo's father
wonders how their family’s immigration status might also be
impacting center staff's thinking about Leo's transition.

Supporting young children with and without disabilities to
navigate messages about their own and others’ identities
requires that EI/ECE/ECSE practitioners contend with implicit
and explicit forms of ableism. Like other -isms (e.g., racism,
sexism), ableism is an oppressive ideology that permeates
systems, policies, and practices. Ableism can be understood as:

The devaluation of disability [that] results in societal attitudes
that uncritically assert that it is better for a child to walk

than roll, speak than sign, read print than read Braille, spell
independently than use a spell-check (Hehir, 2002, p. 3).

Ableism is systemic, meaning it is not simply an individually held
explicit prejudice, but a social idea that is deeply embedded in
how society is structured around singular accepted standards
of physical, intellectual, and emotional normalcy (Sensoy

& DiAngelo, 2017). Such enmeshed societal attitudes mean
that even well-intentioned EI/ECE/ECSE educators work in
systems that frame young children who do not meet notions
of "normalcy” through a deficit lens (Ferri & Bacon, 2011). To
illustrate, Leo is seen as "different” from his same-age peers
because he is not meeting center staff's developmental
expectations for toilet training. Because of this difference, the
problem is seen as “with Leo” versus with staff expectations

or the policy. Positioning Leo as the problem justifies his
potential exclusion from transitioning to preschool, as opposed
to critically examining programmatic expectations for toilet
training. In addition, Leo’s father is concerned that this decision
is potentially influenced not only by ableism but also by
deficit-based thinking toward children of immigrants. Leo’s
father's response is justified, as ableism can be exacerbated
when individuals experience intersectional forms of oppression
(i.e., ableism and xenophobia; Annamma et al., 2016).

To promote young children’s sense of belonging, EI/EC/
ECSE educators must recognize how ableism operates
through deficit-based thinking and take actions that support
children’s belonging in classroom and program communities.
First, center staff can shift the focus to children’s assets and
interests. Instead of concentrating on a narrow set of skills
(e.g., toilet training) that Leo does not have to be “ready” for
the transition to preschool, staff can prioritize ensuring the
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classroom and program are ready for Leo. Thinking through the
underlying goals and objectives of toilet training is one place
to start. If the center’s goal for toilet training is to streamline
routines for adults, staff should instead be supported to adjust
aspects of the classroom schedule, staffing patterns, physical
environment, or a combination of these, to ensure that all
children can participate. If the classroom goal for toilet training
is to support children’s developing body awareness, staff might
first ask Leo’s family and his El team whether this is a goal they
value or think is appropriate. Staff might consider the extent to
which Leo can continue to practice body awareness in other
activities throughout the classroom based on his interests.

Leo has already demonstrated enthusiasm for dancing with

his peers. Therefore, dancing might provide an entry point for
Leo's teachers to support Leo's developing body awareness
(e.g., "Let's spin and wave our arms;” “Can you stop when

the music stops?”). Moreover, staff might communicate with
Leo's family about his eagerness to participate in classroom
dancing and ask whether Leo dances at home, perhaps even
inviting Leo’s family to share favorite dance music with the
entire class. Taken together, these examples illustrate how
EI/EC/ECSE educators might resist ableism and promote all
children’s belonging.

Ableism is also learned. As young children traverse complex
worlds in which some individuals are often implicitly seen

from a deficit lens based on ability differences, they learn to
negotiate these ideologies (Derman-Sparks & Edwards, 2011).
When young children enter environments outside of home,
they encounter new messages about their own abilities and
those of others (Ostrosky, Mouzourou, Dorsey, Favazza, &
Leboeuf, 2015). For instance, a content analysis of children’s
literature revealed that the majority of picture books published
in 2012 for young children featured able-bodied (i.e., physically,
intellectually, and emotionally “competent”) characters (Koss,
2015), sending a message that to be able-bodied is normal.
Devoid of opportunities to explore these topics, young children
are likely to draw conclusions based on implicit messages they
perceive through taken-for-granted social processes in their
environments (Jones, 2004), including internalizing ableist
messages about themselves and others (Kattari, Olzman, &
Hanna, 2018). Indeed, young children can develop prejudicial
attitudes and exclusionary social behaviors toward peers with
disabilities (Diamond & Tu, 2009; Yu, Ostrosky, & Fowler, 2012).
In Leo’s case, when another child in his class assumed he was a
“baby” because he still wore diapers, Leo's teachers did nothing
to probe the child's thinking or counter deficit-based thinking.
Yet, this was an important opportunity for Leo’s teacher to
understand how Leo and his peers interpret ability differences,
affirm Leo's identity, and re-frame meanings of disability for his
peers. This was also an opportunity for Leo’s teacher to critically
reflect on the language classroom staff use with children in

the class to discuss toilet training in relation to age (e.g., "You
are wearing big kid underpants!” “Look at you, going to the
toilet like a big kid!"). While disability can be a source of joy and
solidarity (Schalk, 2013), this is rarely the explicit messaging
young children receive.
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To gain additional meaning about this child’s comment, Leo’s
teacher could have asked, "What do you mean by that?” Leo’s
teacher could have followed up with a clear statement about
Leo’s age and getting help in the classroom, stating, “Leo is
not a baby. He is the same age as you! We all need help with
different things in our classroom, and we are all important
members of this community. Leo’s diapers will help him stay dry
until he wants to try to use the toilet. What are some ways you
get help in our classroom?” Such a response from the teacher
could communicate Leo's role as a valuable member of the
community and signal that the classroom is one that embraces
every individual's needs. Moreover, responding in this way
could allow for continued classroom conversations about the
different supports each individual uses to accomplish tasks and
the value of supporting one another in community.

What Is Inclusion?

A traditional definition of inclusion emerged in the US in
response to a history of children with disabilities being excluded
from educational experiences with typically developing peers,
being denied access to the general education curriculum, and
being educated in programs with little or no accountability
(Ferri & Connor, 2005). Traditional inclusion, then, often refers
to the placement and service of all children, with and without
disabilities, in educational settings (Guralnick & Bruder, 2016),
to strengthen children'’s participation, social relationships, and
learning outcomes (Division for Early Childhood & National
Association for the Education of Young Children, 2009; U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services & U.S. Department
of Education, 2015). Indeed, decades of research indicate

that inclusion leads to social, cognitive, and academic bene-
fits for young children with and without disabilities (National
Professional Development Center on Inclusion, 2009; Odom,
Buysse, & Soukakou, 2011). A traditional view of inclusion aims
to support all young children in EI/ECE/ECSE settings through
thoughtful accommodations and supports.

Simultaneously, scholars offer a transformative definition of
“inclusive education,” (Allan, 2003 ; Artiles, Kozleski, & Waitoller,
2011), conceptualized as an ongoing process in response to the
exclusion of children viewed by educational systems as different
(e.g., children with disabilities, children of color, children who
are dual language learners) from socially constructed normative
standards (e.g., children who are typically developing, children
who are White, children whose home language is English). A
transformative view of inclusion also aims to support all children
in the classroom (Ashby, 2012 ), by asking “Who does not have
access and why do we think that is?” When conceptualized this
way, inclusion promotes justice through ongoing attention,
reflection, and action toward understanding how historically
marginalized young children can more equitably participate in
early educational processes and communities.

We draw on both traditional and transformative views of
inclusion in our discussion of EI/ECE/ECSE practices that
can support belonging for young children with disabilities.
Early educators who practice inclusion design and reflect
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on activities, environments, and classroom experiences with
each individual learner in mind, to ensure that all children can
access and participate in interesting, relevant, and engaging
early learning experiences. For example, early educators in a
toddler classroom might post simple step-by-step photographs
of children engaging in classroom transition to the outdoors

so that children see themselves represented in the classroom
and have visual cues to support the transition process. These
same educators might engage in ongoing documentation of
children’s interests and home experiences, rotating available
choices to ensure that activities will garner each child’s
interests. Educators might build classroom systems for multiple
modes of communication, in which children can express their
feelings verbally and/or by pointing to pre-printed images.

In the next section, we discuss the process of practicing
inclusion and doing justice in more depth, using Leo's story as
an example.

Practicing Inclusion

The meeting to discuss Leo’s toilet training and potential
transition to preschool continues. One member of Leo’s
El team, Dana, speaks up, ‘I think it's important to consider
the ramifications of keeping Leo in the toddler room. This

Figure 1. A Framework for Engaging in Inclusive Praxis

decision means we are excluding Leo from preschool. How
will this decision affect Leo and how he feels about himself?
How will it influence how his peers think and feel about
him? We are keeping Leo from important learning oppor-
tunities and friendships in the name of toilet training. Can
we think creatively about how to work around this toilet
training policy?”

In the context of histories of educational exclusion and deficit-
based narratives about disability, EI/ECE/ECSE practitioners
must grapple with how ableism shows up in their day-to-day
practice, as well as in program policies and procedures. While
adapting practice to meet the needs of individual children
and families is necessary, it is equally important to re-think
policies that perpetuate exclusion. Doing so supports and
affirms the identities of young children with disabilities in early
educational settings. Critically interrogating assumptions to
promote belonging can be accomplished through praxis. As
Freire (2018) explained, "Praxis [is] reflection and action on
the world in order to transform it” (p. 51). We apply this view
of praxis to inclusion (see Figure 1). Through an ongoing,
iterative process of reflection and action, we believe EI/ECE/
ECSE practitioners can practice inclusion, transforming early
learning communities into spaces where young children with

\NCLUSION
Reflection Action
Consider reflecting on the following in relation to disability, Consider the following as you take actions in relation to
identity, and belonging: disability, identity, and belonging:

» Whose experiences and identities are currently
centered in your practice? What are the consequences?

» How do your own identities and experiences shape
your current practice? What are the consequences?

» What are families thinking and saying? What are the
consequences?

» What are children with and without disabilities saying
(or showing through their actions)? What are the
consequences?

+ What messages are you seeing/hearing in the news or
social media? What are the consequences?

» How can members of your early learning community
(children, families, colleagues) help you take action?

+ What actions can you take in the short term?
+ What actions can you take in the long term?
+ How will you communicate your actions to children?
+ How will you communicate your actions to families?

» How will you document your actions and the ways
children/families respond?

» What new questions arise about inclusion based on these
actions?

INCLUSION
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and without disabilities are seen as valuable not in spite of their
differences, but because of them.

Reflection

After Dana’s remark, the meeting room is quiet for a
moment. Felicia responds first, “Wow. | hadn't thought
about it this way. Your comment really made me think about
the messages we are sending all the children, including

Leo. The toilet training policy was established to promote
independence in preschool and to satisfy licensure regula-
tions, but | don't want the children to learn that exclusion is
okay.” Kevin, one of the preschool teachers, jumps in, “Okay,
but we still have some practical barriers to overcome. The
preschool room doesn’t have a changing table, and we will
have to think about staffing during toileting times.” Leo’s
mom, Camila, responds, “Felicia, | appreciate your thought-
ful reflection—this is such a relief to hear.” Camila turns to
the El team, “Dana, do you have thoughts around how Kevin
and the preschool team could think through this issue?”

For EI/ECE/ECSE practitioners, an important step in practicing
inclusion for young children with and without disabilities

is recognizing how early education policies and practices
have consequences beyond particular outcomes. For
instance, per Felicia's interpretation, the original intent of the
toilet training policy had been to support young children’s
development of independence and to satisfy child care center
licensure requirements, but the staff had not considered the
consequences of the policy in terms of identity and belonging.
Engaging in inclusive praxis requires educators to consider
how they can use their positions of authority to practice
inclusion and do justice (Lake, 2016). In EI/ECE/ECSE settings,
practitioners need to reflect on how their own positions,
identities, and experiences shape their practice, listen carefully
to children and families in their early learning communities,
and consider the consequences in terms of disability identity
and belonging. See Figure 1 for a list of suggested questions to
guide initial reflection.

Action

The team decides to look at the preschool toileting space
together. As they walk to the classroom, Felicia, Dana, and
Camila talk about Leo’s development. As Camila looks at
the toilet she says, “You know, | am not sure toilet training
is even a concern for our family right now. Leo has been
working so hard to verbally communicate his feelings, and
we have really been putting our energy into supporting him
with that. I'm not saying he won't ever be toilet-trained,

but right now we want to follow his lead.” Felicia and Dana
listen as Camila shares her perspective, and they rethink pri-
orities for Leo. By the time they join the rest of the team in
the preschool bathroom, they are beginning to form a plan.
Kevin reiterates the lack of space for a changing table. Dana
turns to Felicia, “Maybe we could move this cabinet into the
prekindergarten room and make space for a changing table
here.” Felicia makes a note that she will call the child care

ZERO TO THREE

Inclusion promotes justice through understanding how historically
marginalized young children can more equitably participate in early
educational processes and communities.

licensing office about the change. Camila feels now is a safe
time to push the conversation further, “You know, | heard
one of Leo's peers call him a ‘baby’ the other day because
he wears diapers. How will you all address this now?” As

the team begins measuring the space, Kevin reflects aloud,
‘I wonder how we can involve Leo and his peers in think-
ing about disability, identity, and fairness? This seems like a
great opportunity to introduce early concepts of equity.”

In taking action, it is important to gather input from multiple
perspectives. For example, without listening to Camila’s
perspective, Felicia and Dana may assume toilet training is a
priority for Leo and his family. Taking action as a team leads
Kevin to reflect on how he might engage children, including
Leo, in classroom conversations about disability and identity.
Involving children and families in this process allows early
educators to consider implicit messages they are sending
about inclusion and belonging in their particular contexts.
Moreover, even very young children can participate in explicit
conversations about supporting positive identities of all
children and can take actions to advance equity (Derman-
Sparks & Edwards, 2011; Kuh, LeeKeenan, Given, & Beneke,
2016; LeeKeenan & Allen, 2017). See Figure 1 for a list of
suggested questions to guide practitioners in taking action.

Conclusion

As the meeting wraps up, Felicia says to the group, “This has
been such an eye-opening experience for me. | have always
believed our center was inclusive, and now | am reflecting
on the many ways we may be unintentionally excluding

kids in terms of learning opportunities, social experiences
with peers, and materials in the classroom...I'd like to start
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Cultivating early learning communities in which the identities of all young
children are supported and affirmed is an iterative, ongoing process.

a committee of parents and teachers to continue breaking
down these barriers.” Camila responds, “I would love to be

a part of that committee. It would be interesting to see how
we could involve the children in this work as well. Let me
know how [ can help.” Kevin, who had initially articulated
feeling unprepared to include Leo, shares,This conversation
has pushed me in ways | was not expecting. I'm looking for-
ward to learning more about how to make this an awesome
year for Leo, for you all, and for the preschool children.”

Learn More

Resources for Practicing Inclusion in Early Childhood Settings

The Preschool Inclusion Toolbox: How to Build and Lead a
High-Quality Program

E. E. Barton & B. J. Smith (2015)

Baltimore, MD: Brookes

Implementing the Project Approach in Inclusive Early Childhood
Classrooms

S. Beneke, M. M. Ostrosky, & L. G. Katz (2018)

Baltimore, MD: Brookes

DEC Recommended Practices in Early Intervention/Early Childhood
Special Education 2014

Division for Early Childhood (2014)
www.dec-sped.org/recommendedpractices

First Steps to Preschool Inclusion
S.S. Gupta, W. R. Henninger, & M. E. Vinh (2014)
Baltimore, MD: Brookes

Six Steps to Inclusive Preschool Curriculum: A UDL-Based Framework
for Children’s School Success

E. M. Horn, S. B. Palmer, G. D. Butera, J. A. Lieber, A. . Classen, J. Clay, ...
A. Mihai (2016)

Baltimore, MD: Brookes
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Cultivating early learning communities in which the identities
of all young children are supported and affirmed is an iterative,
ongoing process. Said differently, inclusive praxis requires early
educators to engage in a reciprocal cycle of reflection and
action. Because center staff took time to rethink the policy
and have begun to shift practice, Leo now has the opportunity
to continue building relationships with his peers and learn
alongside his peers in preschool. The adults in Leo’s early
learning community worked together to engage in reflection
and action around the toilet training policy, and this process
must continue for Leo to be supported once he enters the
preschool classroom. Therefore, practicing inclusion in EI/ECE/
ECSE settings is never over. Inclusive praxis requires that early
educators continue to challenge deficit-based assumptions
about disability and other forms of diversity, recognize how
forms of exclusion present in their practice, and make changes.
Through ongoing reflection and action, EI/EC/ECSE educators
can consider how classroom and program policies, activities,
experiences, and environments allow every child to access and
participate in meaningful learning. This process can support
children with disabilities, like Leo, to build a positive sense of
self and experience belonging. Ultimately, such a process has
the potential to positively affect the experiences of young
children with and without disabilities, sending a much-needed
message to all young children and families about civil rights,
human diversity, and justice.

Authors” Note: The authors of this article represent former early
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opment, current EI/ECE/ECSE scholars, and representatives of
the Division for Early Childhood (DEC). DEC promotes policies
and advances evidence-based practices that support families
and enhance the optimal development of young children (birth
to 8 years old) who have or are at risk for developmental delays
and disabilities. DEC is an international membership organiza-
tion for those who work with or on behalf of young children
(birth to 8 years old) with disabilities and their families.
www.dec-sped.org
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