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Welcome to “Understanding Least Restrictive Environment for 
Young Children.”  In this brief presentation, we will seek to 
understand what this is and what it means for children aged 
three to five.  
 
 
 

Here’s where we’re going…

• What is Least Restrictive 
Environment?

• What is inclusion?

• Why is inclusive education 
important for young children?

• How do inclusive services 
look?

• How can inclusion be 
successfully implemented?

 

Here’s where we’re going… 
 
By the end of this presentation, we hope you will be able to 
answer the following questions: 

-What is Least Restrictive Environment? 
 
-What is inclusion? 
 
-Why is inclusive education important for young 
children? 
 
-How do inclusive services look? 
 
-How can inclusion be successfully implemented? 

 
 
 

Navigation Tips… 

 

Before we continue, let’s review some tips on navigating 
through this presentation. The buttons along the bottom of the 
window will allow you to Play, Pause, Advance, or Go Back.  
You may also wish to change the view of this presentation by 
clicking on the tabs that are above the Outline on the right 
hand side.  Click on the tabs to access the Thumb nails of the 
slides or Notes.  
 
There are two handouts that support this module.  One is a 
presentation handout which includes the slides and script, and 
the other is a summary of the sites and web addresses that 
are referred to throughout the module.  To access the 
handouts, click on the links you will see above this 
presentation.  You may wish to print and/or save them to your 
computer. 
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Let’s Get Started…
What are my hopes and dreams? 

 

Let’s get started by considering the following: 
 
As you think about all the children in your life, what are your 
hopes and dreams for them?  You may wish to jot down a few 
of your thoughts. 
 
Perhaps some of these ideas occurred to you: 

-Having someone to love and to be loved 
 
-Doing something meaningful each day 
 
-Enjoying friends and leisure time 
 
-Having the opportunity to grow and learn throughout 
life 
 

As you work through this presentation, we suggest that you 
keep in mind your hopes and dreams for all children. 
 
 
 
 

What is Least Restrictive Environment? 

While special education is a service, 
LRE is defined legally as the environment

where the service(s) take place. 

“…to the maximum extent appropriate, 
children with disabilities are educated with 
children who are not disabled…with the use 
of supplemental aids and services…”

LEAST RESTRICTIVE ENVIRONMENT 34 C.F.R. §300.550 (b)(1)-(2)

“LRE”

 

So, what do we mean by Least Restrictive Environment (which 
is typically abbreviated as LRE)? 
 
While special education is a service (or a set of services), LRE 
is defined legally as the environment where those services 
take place.  The law specifies that: 
 
“…to the maximum extent appropriate, children with 
disabilities are educated with children who are not 
disabled…with the use of supplemental aids and services...” 
 
 

LRE is:

• Different for each child

• Based upon individual needs

• Determined by the 
Individualized Education                  
Program team

 

It is important to remember that LRE is: 
-Different for each child, 
 
-It is based on individual needs, and 
 
-It is determined by the Individualized Education 
Program (or IEP) team. 
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What is 
Inclusion?

“Early childhood inclusion embodies the 
values, policies, and practices that support 
the right of every infant and young child 
and his or her family, regardless of ability, 
to participate in a broad range of activities 
and contexts as full members of families, 
communities, and society.” 

(Division of Early Childhood & National Association for the Education of Young Children, 2009, p. 2)  

So then, what is inclusion, and how does it relate to Least 
Restrictive Environment? 
 
In 2009, the Division of Early Childhood and the National 
Association for the Education of Young Children partnered to 
author a position statement on early childhood inclusion.  The 
following description of inclusion in early childhood is a part of 
this statement: 
 
“Early childhood inclusion embodies the values, policies, and 
practices that support the right of every infant and young child 
and his or her family, regardless of ability, to participate in a 
broad range of activities and contexts as full members of 
families, communities, and society.”  

 
So, while LRE is the language used in the law, inclusion is the 
values, policies, and practices that support educating young 
children in the LRE. 
 
 

Inclusion…
IS IS

Children with disabilities in 
typical preschool settings 

without support

Special education supports 
provided within the preschool 

settings

All children having to learn the 
same thing, at the same time, 

in the same way

Education that is differentiated 
for individual needs

Expecting general education 
teachers to teach children with 

disabilities without support

Cooperative/collaborative 
teaching arrangements

Ignoring a child’s unique 
needs

Acceptance and value for each 
member of the class

Trading off the quality or 
intensity of a student’s 
education for inclusion

Appropriate program provided 
in general education classroom

(Association of Texas Professional Educators, 2010)   

There are many misconceptions out there about inclusion.  
Let’s dispel a few by considering what inclusion IS and also 
what it IS NOT. 
 
Inclusion IS providing special education supports within the 
preschool settings. 
It is NOT placing children with disabilities into typical preschool 
settings without support. 
 
Inclusion IS providing a child’s program in an age appropriate 
general education classroom. 
It is NOT trading off the quality or intensity of a student’s 
educational program for inclusion. 
 
Inclusion IS education that is differentiated for individual 
needs. 
It is NOT having all children learn the same thing, at the same 
time, in the same way. 
 
Inclusion IS having special and general educators work 
together cooperatively or collaboratively. 
It is NOT expecting general education teachers to teach 
children with disabilities without support. 
 
Finally, inclusion IS accepting and valuing each member of the 
class.  
It is NOT ignoring each child’s unique needs. 
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“The desired results of inclusive experiences 
for children with and without disabilities and 
their families include:
• a sense of belonging and membership, 
• positive social relationships and friendships, and 
• development and learning to reach their full potential.”

“The defining features of 
inclusion that can be 
used to identify high 
quality early childhood 
programs and services 
are… 
access, participation, 
and supports.”

(Division of Early Childhood & National Association for the Education of Young Children, 2009, p. 2)  

The DEC/NAEYC position statement summarizes the desired 
results of inclusive experiences for children with and without 
disabilities and their families, such as: 

-a sense of belonging and membership,  
 
-positive social relationships and friendships, and  
 
-development and learning to reach their full potential.  
 

The statement further adds that: 
“The defining features of inclusion that can be used to identify 
high quality early childhood programs and services are… 
access, participation, and supports.” 
 
 

Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA)

“No students with disabilities are removed 
from placement in an age-appropriate regular 
classroom solely because modifications are 
required in the general education curriculum 
or for administrative convenience.”

(Illinois State Board of Education, February, 2000, p. 2)

WHY LRE?…..Why Inclusion?

 

Why is it important to educate students in the Least Restrictive 
Environment?  And, why is it essential to implement LRE with 
inclusive philosophy?  Let’s examine some of the reasons: 
 
As stated earlier, federal law, specifically, the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (also known as IDEA) requires that 
students are educated in the Least Restrictive Environment.  
 
In addition, in 2000, the Illinois State Board of Education 
issued a statement, summarizing its LRE policy.  The following 
is an excerpt from this document: 
 
“No students with disabilities are removed from placement in 
an age-appropriate regular classroom solely because 
modifications are required in the general education curriculum 
or for administrative convenience.” (Illinois State Board of 
Education, February, 2000, p. 2) 

 
So, the policy and messages at the state and federal levels are 
consistent. 
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• Higher academic performance
• Growth in social cognition
• Lower dropout rates
• Higher employment rates
• Higher self-esteem and self-concept
• Improved ability to form warm and caring 

friendships
• Improved development of personal principles

(Rea, et al, 2002;  Grenot-Scheyer, Staaub, Peck & Schwartz, 1998; Baker, Wang & 
Walberg, 1994-95)

WHY LRE?…..Why Inclusion?

Research & Outcomes

 

In addition, educating children in the LRE is supported by 
research and outcomes.  Over 20 years of research has shown 
the benefits of educating all students together including: 

-Higher academic performance 
 
-Growth in social cognition 
 
-Lower dropout rates 
 
-Higher employment rates 
 
-Higher self-esteem and self-concept 
 
-Improved ability to form warm and caring friendships, and 
 
-Improved development of personal principles  

(Rea, et al, 2002;  Grenot-Scheyer, Staaub, Peck & Schwartz, 
1998; Baker, Wang & Walberg, 1994-95) 

  
As summarized by the U.S. Department of Education, “Across 
a number of analyses of post-school results, the message was 
the same:  Those who spent more time in regular education 
experienced better results after high school.” (U.S. Dept. of 
Education, 1995) 
 
Let’s investigate these ideas further… 
 
 
 

LRE Clause in IDEA

“To the maximum extent appropriate, children with disabilities, 
including children in public or private institutions or other 
care facilities, are educated with children who are not 
disabled and special classes, separate schooling, or other 
removal of children with disabilities from the regular 
education environment occurs ONLY when the nature or 
severity of the disability of a child is such that education in 
regular classes with the use of supplementary aids and 
services cannot be achieved satisfactorily.”

LEAST RESTRICTIVE ENVIRONMENT 34 C.F.R. §300.550 (b)(1)-(2)

 

Earlier, we took a look at part of this statement from IDEA.  
Take a moment to review and read the additional language.  
Click the play button when you are ready to continue. 
 
 
 



6 

Understanding Least Restrictive Environment for Young Children 
Illinois Birth-5 Transition Guidance Committee, 8/2014 

President’s Commission Findings

•Focus on results, not the process.  
•Embrace a model of prevention, 
not a model of failure.

•Consider children with disabilities 
as general education children first. 

(President’s Commission on Excellence in Special Education, p. 7)  

In 2002 the President’s Commission on Excellence in Special 
Education was created and asked to study and summarize their 
findings for improving the performance of children with 
disabilities.  Their report, A New Era: Revitalizing Special 
Education for Children and Their Families, recommended that 
schools improve the effectiveness of educating children with 
disabilities by: 

 
-Focusing on results, not the process (by raising 
expectations for students with disabilities and looking at 
the outcomes achieved by each child). 
 
-Embracing a model of prevention, not a model of 
failure. 
 
-Considering children with disabilities as general 
education children first.  
 
-Again, we are reminded that Special education is a 
service, not a place. 

 
The Commission challenged every school to create a culture of 
high expectations, accountability, and results for every child, 
responsive to his/her unique needs (President’s Commission on 
Excellence in Special Education, p. 13). 
 
Of course, these findings are consistent with and support the 
mandate of Least Restrictive Environment and inclusive 
philosophy. 
 
 
 

Goal:
“To increase the percent of children 
aged 3 through 5 with IEPs attending 
a regular early childhood program and 
receiving the majority of special 
education and related services in the 
regular early childhood program.”

(Illinois State Board of Education, 2013, February, p. 45)  

In Illinois, providing LRE for young children is also a priority.  
Illinois’ State Performance Plan for special education includes a 
goal of increasing the percent of children aged 3 through 5 
with IEPs attending a regular early childhood program and 
receiving the majority of special education and related services 
in the regular early childhood program. 
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Placement decisions must be based 
on a child’s unique needs and IEP, 
not on administrative convenience, 

disability/program label, 
or allocation of funds. 

 

In summary, placement decisions must be based on a child’s 
unique needs and IEP, NOT on administrative convenience, 
disability or program label, or allocation of funds. 
 
 

Children with disabilities 
must always be 

considered general 
education students first.

 

The big idea to keep in mind is: 
Children with disabilities must always be considered general 
education students first. 
 
 

What are 
benefits of 
inclusive 
services?

For Children?

For Families?

For Communities?

(Wolery & Wilbers, 1994, p. 1-22)  

Let’s take a closer look at the benefits of inclusive services. 
We’ll consider some positive results of inclusion for children, 
for families and for our communities. 
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Children with disabilities:
•Learn skills from other children
•Aren’t educated separately
•Participate in realistic life experiences
•Have opportunities to develop 
friendships with peers that are typically 
developing

Children without disabilities:
•Learn about individuals with disabilities
•Develop positive attitudes toward 
others who are different from 
themselves
•Develop altruism

For Children?

(Wolery & Wilbers, 1994, p. 1-22)

What are 
benefits of 
inclusive 
services?

 

When children with disabilities are included: 
-They learn and play with competent models, allowing 
them to imitate, acquire new adaptive skills, and learn 
when and how to use their existing skills.  In addition, 
interacting with competent peers supports learning new 
social and/or communication skills.  
 
-They are spared the effects of separate, segregated 
education-including labeling and negative attitudes 
fostered by lack of contact with children who are 
typically developing.  
 
-They participate in realistic life experiences that 
prepare them to live in the community.  
 
-They experience opportunities to develop friendships 
with peers who are typically developing.  

 
Let’s look at a few ways inclusion benefits children without 

disabilities. 
-Interacting with peers who achieve despite challenges 
allows children who are typically developing to learn 
more realistic and accurate views about individuals with 
disabilities. 
 
-This in turn leads to positive attitudes toward others 
who are different from themselves. 
 
-Children in inclusive settings also have opportunities to 
learn altruistic behaviors and to learn when and how to 
use such behaviors.  

 
 

Families of children with 
disabilities:

•Learn about typical 
development
•Feel less isolated
•Build relationships with 
families

Families of children without 
disabilities:

•Build relationships with 
families of children with 
disabilities
•Teach their children about 
acceptance and individual 
differences

(Wolery & Wilbers, 1994, p. 1-22)

What are 
benefits of 
inclusive 
services?

For Families?

 

What are some benefits of inclusive education for families with 
and without children with disabilities? 
 
Families of children with disabilities: 

-Learn more about typical development.  
 
-They may feel less isolated from the remainder of their 
community.  
 
-They may develop relationships with families of 
children who are typically developing, and these 
families can provide them with meaningful support.  

 
Families of children without disabilities: 

-May develop relationships with families who have 
children with disabilities and thereby make a 
contribution to them and their communities.  
 
-They also are provided with opportunities to teach 
their children about individual differences and about 
accepting individuals who are different. 
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Communities are able to:
•Conserve early childhood resources
•Conserve educational resources
•Respect and value diversity and social 
justice

For Communities?

(Wolery & Wilbers, 1994, p. 1-22)

What are 
benefits of 
inclusive 
services?

 

Finally, inclusive education can also benefit communities in the 
following ways: 

-Communities can conserve their early childhood 
resources by limiting the need for segregated, 
specialized programs.  
 
-They can also conserve general educational resources 
if children with disabilities who are included at the 
preschool level continue in general education instead of 
special education placements during the elementary 
school years.  
 
-Most importantly, when children grow up in schools 
where all students are valued and seen as equal 
members, and where teachers address issues of social 
justice, the result is a larger community that respects 
and values diversity (“Disability, Literacy, and Inclusive 
Education for Young Children,” n.d.) 

 
 

What Does the Research Say? 

• Gains in early learning 
skills and throughout 
their K-12 years

• Gains in social skills, 
self-regulation, 
language development 
and cognition

• Social and educational 
benefits for the 
general Pre-K 
population

(Education Law Center, 2010, February, p. 3 )  

What does the research say about the benefits of educating all 
young children together?  In their brief, “Including Children 
with Disabilities in State Pre-K Programs,” the Education Law 
Center summarized some of the benefits including the 
following:  
 

-Children with disabilities who attend preschool in 
inclusive environments demonstrate gains in social 
skills, self-regulation, language development and 
cognition. 
 
-At-risk children who attend high quality preschool 
programs demonstrate gains in early learning skills and 
throughout their K-12 years. 
 
-And, preschool classrooms that utilize inclusive 
material and curricula, along with appropriate supports 
and services, provide social and educational benefits to 
the general Pre-K population as well. 
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Where can inclusion happen 
for young children?

Childcare 
Center

Public School 
Program

Community
Program

Head 
Start

 

Where can inclusion happen for young children?  We 
encourage you to investigate your community to discover 
where young children might attend preschool.  School districts 
can collaborate with these entities to offer inclusive options for 
young children with special needs.  
 
A few possibilities are: 

-Public School Program – Many public schools have 
children who are typically developing in early childhood 
education classrooms through grants to educate young 
children, such as Preschool for All classrooms.  Or 
others may offer tuition-based options for children who 
are typically developing.  This model offers a great 
inclusive option for young children with disabilities. 
 
-Head Start- This program may be available in your 
community.  Generally this is for young children whose 
families meet eligibility guidelines.  Head Start has a 
commitment to including young children with disabilities 
in their programs.  If you have Head Start in your 
community, this might be an option. 
 
-Community Program – i.e., Park District Program- 
Some communities have preschool opportunities offered 
through their park district or community center.  These 
programs are typically open to participants in a 
designated geographic area.  
  
-Childcare Center/Facility is a common option.  For 
families who need fulltime childcare, including their 
child in the local childcare center offers a full day of 
support, consistency and services.  
 

All of these places can be options depending on your 
community and your family needs.  School districts can 
provide special education and related services support in any 
of these locations. 
 
 
 

Remember…
Inclusion can happen

Anywhere
that young children are 

educated!

 

So, remember, as long as children who are typically developing 
and children with disabilities are in class together, inclusion 
can happen anywhere that young children are educated!   
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What makes 
inclusion 

work in Early 
Childhood?

Vision & 
Attitude

Professional 
Learning

Formal Time 
to Plan & 
Reflect

Administrative 
Support

Family & 
Community 
Partnerships

Adaptations 
& Support 
Systems

Evidenced 
Based 

Practices
Collaboration 
& Teaming

Early Childhood LRE Stakeholders Consortium
Illinois State Board of Education 
January, 2014  

Now let’s take a more detailed look at practices that have been 
proven to support successful inclusion in Illinois. 

-Vision & Attitude – All children are considered full 
members of the classroom community. 
 
-Professional Learning – The staff is supported to learn 
and implement new strategies that support inclusive 
education. 
 
-Time to Plan & Reflect – Schedules support time for 
teams to meet and plan. 
 
-Administrative Support – The administration provides 
leadership to encourage success and remove barriers to 
inclusion. 
 
-Family & Community Partnerships – Families 
communicate with teams and teams communicate with 
families.  Also, families are linked with community 
programs and services. 
 
-Adaptations & Support Systems – Accommodations 
and modifications are determined through the IEP 
process and are used consistently with children.  
Natural supports are utilized and encouraged, which 
means that the first supports implemented are those 
that are naturally occurring such as peer modeling.  For 
example, when all children hang up their backpacks at 
the beginning of the day, this provides a model for a 
child who isn’t yet sure what to do with his backpack.  
 
-Evidenced Based Practices – These are instructional 
practices that are researched, have been shown to help 
children learn and are diverse in order to meet the 
needs of each child.  These practices also include 
strategies like building opportunities to practice skills 
into the routine of the day.   
 
-Collaboration & Teaming – General educators, special 
educators and families work as a team, making sure 
they are collaborating to increase inclusive 
opportunities and ensure that each child is working on 
his/her goals.  
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For more information…
Illinois State Board of Education, Early Childhood Education, Preschool 

Inclusion/LRE
Here you’ll find resources and links for LRE and preschool inclusion.  
Information about models of inclusion for young children is located 
here as well.

Understanding Least Restrictive Environment for Young Children 
LiveBinder
In this web-based “3-ring binder” you’ll access a collection of 
resources that are organized and easy to locate.

CONNECT: The Center to Mobilize Early Childhood Knowledge, 
CONNECT Modules
On this site are 7 modules which provide a process to effectively 
serve young children with disabilities.  Module topics include:

Embedded Interventions
Transition
Communication for Collaboration
Family-Professional Partnerships

Assistive Technology
Diagnostic Reading Practices
Tiered Instruction

 

For additional information, we suggest that you investigate 
these resources.  Press play when you are ready to continue. 
 
 

References
Association of Texas Professional Educators. (2010). Understanding inclusion. Retrieved 

from https://www.atpe.org/protection/YourStudentsAndParents/incUnderstand.asp

Baker, E. T., Wang, M. C., & Walberg, H. J. (1994, December–1995, January). The effects 
of inclusion on learning. Educational Leadership, 52, 33–35.

DEC/NAEYC (2009). Early childhood inclusion: A joint position statement of the Division 
for Early Childhood (DEC) and the National Association for the Education of Young 
Children (NAEYC). Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina, FPG Child 
Development Institute. 

Disability, literacy, and inclusive education for young children. (n.d.). Retrieved from 
http://www.uni.edu/inclusion/benefits_of_inclusion.htm

Education Law Center. (2010, February). Including children with disabilities in state pre-k 
programs. Standing Up for Public School Children. Pre-K Policy Brief Series. Retrieved 
from 
http://www.edlawcenter.org/assets/files/pdfs/publications/PreKPolicyBrief_InclusionChi
ldrenWithDisabilities.pdf

Grenot-Scheyer, M., Staub, D., Peck, C.A. & Schwartz, I.S. (1998). Reciprocity and 
friendships: Listening to the voices of children and youth with and without disabilities. 
In L.H. Meyer, H.S. Park, M. Grenot-Scheyer, I.S. Schwartz & B. Harry (Eds.), Making 
friends: The influences of culture and development. (pp. 149-167). Baltimore, MD: 
Paul H. Brookes.

Illinois State Board of Education. (2000, February). Policy Statement Least Restrictive 
Environment. Retrieved from http://www.isbe.state.il.us/spec-ed/pdfs/lre_policy.pdf

 

Listed here, and on the following slide are the complete 
citations for the materials referenced in this presentation.  
Remember to click on the link above if you would like a 
handout that lists the web resources and references. 
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We hope this presentation has answered some of your 
questions and provided you with some information and 
understanding of Least Restrictive Environment and inclusion 
for young children. 
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