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INCLUSION IN ILLINOIS  Birth to 5 Across Systems
Built on Illinois Early Childhood Inclusion Vision Statement
Supported by The U.S. Department of Education and the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Joint  
Policy Statement on Inclusion, the NAEYC and DEC Joint Inclusion Statement and the National Early Childhood 
Inclusion Indicators Initiative.

Public Outreach
• Effort to support families and providers at the very first opportunity to understand inclusion
• Must reach all sectors and be in small accessible learning objects
• Use of social media and other strategies to reach across the state

Supports to CBOs to increase access 
• Expand access to enhanced public funding to more programs 
• Increase child care capacity to provide high-quality inclusive childcare through TA & PD
• Revise quality standards related to inclusion within ExceleRate
• Increase funding to ensure high quality structures are in place

Guidance, incentives and accountability to support LEAs
• Create and implement guidance and models for LEAs to provide specialized services in the LRE which 

includes child care, Head Start or private preschool
• Assure state rules and regulations are in place to allow LEAs flexibility to provide services and supports

Guidance, incentives and accountability to support EI
• Build infrastructure to support providers to provide services in CBO’s with the intent of maximizing 

inclusive opportunities
• Continue to expand Natural Partners work to build communication and Models across EI and CBOs

ExceleRate Illinois Quality Framework with indicators of high-quality 
inclusion built in throughout each circle of quality.

Early Intervention (EI) Services and Early Childhood Special Education Services through the Local Education Agencies 
(LEAs) follow the child and family in their community: provided in homes, public schools, community-based organizations 
(CBOs) and family childcare.

Public SchoolsCommunity Based OrganizationsHome Family Childcare
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 Description of Strategic Planning Process

The strategic planning process took place over multiple meetings 
and a review of recent reports and recommendations from federal 
agencies and national organizations that focus on the inclusion of 
young children with disabilities in community-based early care and 
education settings. Also, there are many Illinois needs assessments, 
projects, recommendations and reports used to compile these 
recommendations. Please note the reference list at the end of this 
document.

1.
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 State Vision2.

Illinois commits to the inclusion of each and every 
child with special needs with typically developing 
peers in all early childhood environments.
This vision statement is an outcome of the 2017 Early 
Childhood Inclusion Policy Summit attended by key policy 
makers and program leaders from across the state. The 
Summit brought together private and public policy leaders 
across Illinois, with the express aim of applying the US 
Department of Health and Human Services and the US 
Department of Education’s Joint Policy Statement on 
Inclusion of Children with Disabilities in Early Childhood 
Programs, to advance policies and practices across the 
state that support inclusion as part of all high quality early 
learning environments. 
The result of this summit was to create the vision 
statement and use it to assure that future policy decisions 
would promote the inclusion of young children with 
disabilities in high quality early care and education 
settings with appropriate supports and services for each 
individual child.
Key policy makers and program leaders from across 
Illinois, a) The Illinois Department of Children and Family 
Service (DCFS), b) Early CHOICES, c) the Illinois State 
Board of Education (ISBE), d) the Governor’s Office of 
Early Childhood Development (GOECD), and e) the Illinois 
Head Start Association (IHSA) developed and promote the 
Illinois Early Childhood Inclusion Vision Statement. 
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 State Mission3.
Our State’s mission is to promote these Guiding Principles:

Increase Equitable Opportunity: Inclusion of children with 
special needs is a priority in decision making about program 
design and resource allocation in order to ensure equitable access 
and full participation in all early childhood environments. 
Partner with Families: We ensure the meaningful and supported 
engagement of families in policy/guidance decisions, planning, 
and evaluation of programs, as well as in Individualized Family 
Service Plan, Individualized Education Program, transition and 
other family/professional meetings. 
Share Benefits of Inclusion: We recognize and intentionally raise 
public awareness of the well-researched benefits for all children of 
high-quality inclusion in all early childhood settings.
Build and Support a Competent Workforce: All professionals 
who work with children should have the knowledge, competencies 
and supports to implement evidence-based practices. We 
deliberately shift policy to support elements critical to this effort: 
appropriate professional standards, embedded professional 
development, culturally and linguistically responsive practices, 
positive attitudes and beliefs about inclusion, and knowledge of 
disabilities. 
Unified Purpose: We intentionally and strategically engage in 
formal collaboration across agencies to make significant progress 
toward high quality inclusion across early childhood settings. 
Set Goals and Track Data: Across agencies we set concrete 
goals for expanding access to inclusive and high quality early 
learning opportunities, including a baseline number of children 
with and without disabilities in all early childhood settings, and 
benchmarks that track progress toward the goal.

 Stakeholder Members4.
Stakeholders include families of young children with disabilities, 
early care and education providers, leaders within Illinois early 
childhood organizations, agencies, advocacy groups, and early 
intervention. Several face-to-face and online meetings took place 
to advise Early CHOICES staff regarding the development of this 
strategic plan. The names, affiliations, and committee memberships 
may be found on pages 12-13. 



8

 Goals/Objectives/Action Steps5.
 Goal 1: Increase clear, targeted outreach to families of young 

children with disabilities and those who serve them about 
what inclusion is, why it is important, and their child’s right 
to receive special education services in the least restrictive 
environment (IDEA, 2004).

 Objective: 1a.) Use existing resources (web page, electronic newsletter, and 
social media) to create a consistent message about inclusion 
of young children with disabilities across various early care 
and education systems (e.g., Early Intervention, home visiting, 
community based organizations (CBOs), Head Start programs, 
Preschool for All programs, etc.). Information must reach all 
sectors and be in small accessible learning objects.

 Objective: 1b.) Disseminate information to families of young children with 
disabilities about existing educational and social settings 
available to them in their community where inclusive opportunities 
are provided for their children. This should occur at the very first 
opportunity to understand inclusion.

 Objective: 1c.) Disseminate information about inclusion to early care and 
education providers with access to families of young children 
(e. g., home visitors, Early Head Start providers, health care 
providers, therapists, child care directors, etc.). 

 Action Steps: • Provide information about inclusion in multiple languages that 
is understood by multiple audiences (e.g., families, child care 
providers, translators).

• Participate in outreach events/activities (i.e., exhibits at local 
interagency fairs, Child Care Resource Service meetings, 
Head Start Professional Development Conference, regional 
AEYC meetings, etc.) for professionals working across various 
early care and education systems regarding the importance of 
inclusive opportunities for young children with disabilities.

• Create and share examples of outstanding practices in inclusion. 
Include a variety of settings (e.g., family child care, center-based 
care, etc.). These examples could be shared at family events, 
conferences, workshops, and agency fairs.

• Update and share out new Understanding LRE online module. 
This is underway and will have a new title and focus towards 
families and EI providers.
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 Goal 2: Increase tangible supports to CBOs to increase  
the number of high-quality early care and education 
settings that all families may access for their child  
with a disability. 

 Objective:  2a.) Expand access to enhanced public funding to more programs 
serving young children with disabilities to improve services and 
access to high quality inclusive child care.

 Objective: 2b.) Increase child care capacity to provide high-quality inclusive 
child care through technical assistance (TA) and professional 
development (PD).

 Objective: 2c.) Revise quality standards related to inclusion within ExceleRate.

 Objective:  2d.) Increase funding to ensure high quality structures are in place 
that support inclusion.

 Action Steps: • Increase the number of Early CHOICES staff to provide 
professional development and technical assistance across the 
mixed delivery service model including childcare and public and 
private preschools.

• Make available inclusion training and technical assistance 
through expanding the number of Early CHOICES staff. Early 
CHOICES staff would promote best practices across systems 
with an interdisciplinary team of support supervised under one 
professional development provider. 

• Provide information and coaching to support early care and 
education providers concerning the recently enacted IL policies 
around the suspension and expulsion of young children enrolled 
in child care settings.

• Early CHOICES staff provide expanded ongoing job embedded 
coaching to child care providers throughout the state in order 
to increase collaboration and efficiency for service delivery (e.g. 
speech/language therapy, occupational therapy, etc.). 

• Early CHOICES staff will collaborate with other state early care 
and education leaders to revise the quality standards related to 
inclusion within ExceleRate. 

• Early CHOICES staff will work with state early care and 
education leaders to promote enhanced funding to ensure high 
quality structures are in place in programs that enroll young 
children with disabilities.
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 Goal 3: Provide guidance, incentives, and accountability to 
support Local Education Agencies (LEAs) to ensure that 
special services are provided to young children with 
disabilities within the mixed delivery service model.                

 Objective: 3a.) Create and implement guidance with administrators of LEAs 
and CBOs, Head Start directors, EI professionals and families to 
provide inclusive opportunities for serving young children with 
disabilities across the state.

 Objective 3b.) Elevate models of successful collaboration between LEAs, Early 
Intervention providers and CBOs to serve children with disabilities 
with supports and services within CBOs.

 Objective: 3c.) State leaders (ISBE, DHS) will assure that state rules and 
regulations are in place to allow LEAs flexibility to provide 
services and supports and CBOs flexibility to collaborate with 
LEAs. 

 Action Steps: • Identify regions in the state where opportunities for creating 
models of cross agency service delivery would be accepted. 
These may be identified through ISBE staff, Child Care Resource 
Services staff, Head Start, etc. 

• Create a task force that includes all stakeholders to advise 
guidance and problem solve issues of boundaries, transportation 
and support services availability.

• Provide incentives to regions to build community-based networks 
for supporting inclusive services for young children. Invite 
members of networks in other regions (AoK Network, Partner, Plan, 
Act) to serve as mentors for new networks.
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 Goal 4: Provide guidance, incentives, and accountability to 
support Early Intervention to ensure that special services 
are provided to infants and toddlers with disabilities within 
the mixed delivery service model. 

 Objective 4a.) Build infrastructure to support EI providers and early care and 
education providers (Prevention Initiative, Early Head Start, child 
care) to provide services with the intent of maximizing inclusive 
opportunities for infants and toddlers with disabilities and their 
families.

 Objective: 4b.) State leaders (ISBE, DHS) will continue to expand the Natural 
Partners work to build communication and models across EI and 
community based organizations (CBOs).

 Action Steps:  • Identify regions in the state where opportunities for creating 
models of cross agency service delivery would be accepted. These 
may be identified through Child and Family Connections staff, 
Child Care Resource Services staff, Early Head Start, Prevention 
Initiative programs, etc. 

• Provide incentives to regions to build community-based networks 
for supporting inclusive services for infants and toddlers. Invite 
members of Natural Partners in other regions to serve as mentors 
for new networks.

Progress Indicators 

Increase in number of Early CHOICES staff providing consultation and coaching 
to support high quality early care and education for young children with 
disabilities.

Increase in online information and print materials about high quality inclusion that 
are available in multiple languages.

Increased number of contacts and dissemination of materials explaining high 
quality inclusion to families of infants/toddlers and preschoolers with 
disabilities.

Increased contacts and dissemination of materials to providers and leaders of 
early care and education settings regarding high quality inclusion for 
young children with disabilities.

Increase in the number of infants and toddlers with disabilities served in natural 
environments (e.g., Prevention Initiative, Early Head Start, family child 
care homes, infant/toddler child care centers, community playgroups, 
etc.). 

Increase in the number of preschool age children (3 to 6 yrs. old) receiving 
special education supports and services in the least restrictive 
environments (LRE) (e.g., Preschool for All, Head Start programs, 
community-based early care and education settings, family child care 
homes, etc.).
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Name/ Organization

PDG B-5 
Core 

Group

Inclusion 
Committee 

(IL Early 
Learning 
Council)

EC Least 
Restrictive 

Environment 
(EC LRE) 

Stakeholders

Karen Berman, Ounce of Prevention X X  

Vanessa Castro, IL Dept. of Children & Family Services  X  

Kristy Doan, Illinois State Board of Ed (ISBE) X X X 

Donna Emmons, Head Start X X  

Ann Freiburg, Illinois Dept. of Human Services (IDHS), Early Intervention  X  

Nakisha Hobbs, IDHS Division of Family and Community Services, Child Care x

Ann Kremer, Early CHOICES X X X 

Lori Orr, Illinois Governor’s Office of Early Childhood Development (IGOECD)  X X 

Emily Ropars, Early CHOICES X X 

Bernadette Laumann, Consultant X X X 

Chelsea Guillen, Illinois Early Intervention Training Program (EITP) X  

Pam Reising-Rechner, Early CHOICES X X 

Michael Garner-Jones, IDHS, Child Care  X  

Julie Schackmann, Early CHOICES X 

Lauri Morrison Frichtl, Head Start X X 

Joni Strichlow, Illinois Network of Child Care Resource & Referral Agencies (INC-
CRRA)

  X 

Beth Knight, INCCRRA X 

Anni Reinking, Southern IL University at Edwardsville (SIUE)  X 

Rose Slaght, STAR NET X 

Emily Reilly, STAR NET X 

Melissa McCollough, East Moline School District X 

Mina Wright, Parent X 

Christopher Wright, Individual with a disability X 

Inclusion Stakeholders/Committee Members
 

The following individuals provided expertise and substantive guidance 
in the development of the goals, objectives, and action steps to address the 
inclusion of young children with disabilities and their families outlined in 

the PDG B-5.
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Name/ Organization

PDG B-5 
Core 

Group

Inclusion 
Committee 

(IL Early 
Learning 
Council)

EC Least 
Restrictive 

Environment 
(EC LRE) 

Stakeholders

Kathy Slattery, STAR NET X 

Donna Nylander, IGOECD X 

Cori Mohr, Parent X 

Silvia Rodriguez, Parent X 

Evelyn Green, STAR NET X 

Monique Hovinga, STAR NET X 

Penny Smith, ISBE X 

Denise Henry, STAR NET X 

Shannon Cribaro, Mannheim School District 83 X 

Lynn Owens, Lake Zurich School District X 

Susan Connor, EITP X 

Sandy Ginther, Community Member X 

Christine Coleman, Collinsville School District #10 X 

Amanda Quesenberry, Illinois State University (ISU) X 

Ernie Cherullo, Cook Co. District 130 X 

Antoinette Taylor, Special Needs Consultant X 

Colleen Cunningham, DHS X 

Elizabeth Frisbie, Infant EC Mental Health X 

Clare Killy, Aspire X 

Robin Latman, Frankfort School District, 161 X 

Kim Nelson, Four Rivers Special Ed Cooperative X 

Connie Schugart, STAR NET X

Kristy Smiley, River Bend Head Start X

Carol Wesiheit, IL Association for the Education of Young Children (ILAEYC) X

This publication was made possible by Grant Number 90TP0001-01-00 from the 
Office of Child Care, Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services.  Its contents are solely the responsibility of the 
authors and do not necessarily represent the official views of the Office of Child 
Care, the Administration for Children and Families, or the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services.
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Early CHOICES Mission Statement
The Early CHOICES Preschool LRE Initiative promotes  
increasing high quality inclusive education 
for each and every preschool aged child.


