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& Smith, 2005). “Without early intervention 
many [young] children with disabilities fall 
further and further behind their nondisabled 
peers, and minor delays in development often 
become major delays by the time the child 
reaches school age” (Bicard & Heward, 2013, p. 
259). Providing services to our youngest citizens 
with disabilities or delays has become a national 
priority. Presently, well over 1 million children 
from birth to age 5 receive some form of inter-
vention or special education (U.S. Department 
of Education, 2015).

The Education of the Handicapped Act 
Amendments of 1986 (PL 99–457) are largely 
responsible for the rapid development of ser-
vices for youngsters with disabilities or delays 
and those children who are at risk for future 
problems in learning and development. PL 
99–457 is concerned with the family of the youngster with special needs as well as the 
child. This law clearly promotes parent–professional collaboration and partnerships. 
Parents are empowered to become decision makers with regard to programs and ser-
vices for their son or daughter. We can see this emphasis in the individualized family 
service plan, or IFSP as it is commonly known. Similar to an IEP for older students 
with disabilities, the IFSP is much more family focused and reflective of the family’s 
resources, priorities, and concerns. (Both of these documents will be fully discussed in 
Chapter 2.)

When professionals talk about providing services to very young children with 
disabilities or special needs, a distinction is generally made between two frequently 
used terms: early intervention and early childhood special education. Early intervention 
is typically used, according to Gargiulo and Kilgo (2014), to refer to the delivery 
of a coordinated and comprehensive package of specialized services to infants and 
toddlers (birth through age 2) with developmental delays or at-risk conditions and 
their families. Early childhood special education is used to describe the provision of 
customized services uniquely crafted to meet the individual needs of youngsters with 
disabilities between 3 and 5 years of age.

Early intervention represents a consortium of services, not just educational assis-
tance but also health care, social services, family supports, and other benefits. The aim 
of early intervention is to affect positively the overall development of the child—his or 
her social, emotional, physical, and intellectual well-being. We believe that incorporating 
a “whole child” approach is necessary because all of these elements are interrelated and 
dependent on one another (Zigler, 2000).

Adolescents and Young Adults With Disabilities
Preparing our nation’s young people for lives as independent adults has long been a 
goal of American secondary education. This objective typically includes the skills nec-
essary for securing employment, pursuing postsecondary educational opportunities, 
participating in the community, living independently, and engaging in social/recre-
ational activities, to mention only a few of the many facets of this multidimensional 
concept. Most young adults make this passage, or transition, from one phase of their 
life to the next without significant difficulty. Unfortunately, this statement is not neces-
sarily true for many secondary students with disabilities. Full participation in adult life 

individualized family service plan 
(IFSP): A written plan developed by 
a team that coordinates services for 
infants and toddlers and their families.

early intervention: The delivery of 
a coordinated and comprehensive 
package of specialized services to 
infants and toddlers with developmental 
delays or at-risk conditions and their 
families.

early childhood special education: 
Provision of customized services 
uniquely crafted to meet the individual 
needs of youngsters with disabilities 
ages 3 to 5.

transition: A broad term used to 
describe the movement of an individual 
from one educational environment to 
another, from one class to another, or 
from one phase of life (high school) to 
another (independent adulthood).

Young children with special needs greatly benefit from early intervention.
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