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Inclusion Position Statement 
DRAFT FOR PUBLIC COMMENT – January 2026
Throughout this statement, we use intentional language, such as disability. We are defining disability more broadly than as defined in the educational law. Disability includes anyone identified with a disability, developmental delay, or established condition. This is not only limited to those children identified under national and international laws and policies. We are including children who are not yet identified and those who have a disability and do not qualify for services under the law. 
The disability community is not a monolith, and we know that there is discourse around the words we use to describe disability and inclusion. However, we have used the word disability throughout this statement intentionally. We use it to honor disabled advocates who have worked to reclaim the word disability, challenge ableism, and show pride in disability as an identity.  

The Position Statement on the inclusion of young children with disabilities for the Division for Early Childhood (DEC) of the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) and the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) is a public statement aimed at guiding anyone supporting young children toward the rightful presence and full inclusion of each and every child with a disability* and their family. We ground this statement in the vision and mission of both organizations with a focus on supporting each and every child to reach their full potential in a society that cultivates inclusion and belonging as a lived reality for all children. It is a reminder that we, as a field, have a “responsibility to cultivate early learning communities in which the identities of all young children are affirmed” (Beneke et al., 2019, p. 27; Ferri & Bacon, 2011). This statement is also a call to action that promotes our collective responsibility to change the overwhelming exclusion of young children with disabilities from their learning communities.
Inclusion is not simply a set of practices or a checklist—it is a stance that affirms the rightful presence of every child and family in our early childhood communities. For children with disabilities and their families, rightful presence means more than physically being in the same space at the same time. It means ensuring access, participation, and supports to promote belonging. It also means that our systems are built for and enriched by children with disabilities. Currently, our systems treat children with disabilities as invited guests who gain value from being included rather than as members who belong and enrich our systems (National Center on Inclusion Toward Rightful Presence). We must aim to do no harm, to eliminate the impact of ableism, racism, and other forms of bias in our programs, and stop trying to change and “fix” children with disabilities and their families.
This statement embodies a future that disrupts ableist systems, practices, and communities. We are committed to advancing inclusion through our daily actions, decisions, partnerships, and change. The responsibility is grounded in our field’s shared commitments:
· The Division for Early Childhood (DEC) Racial Equity Point of View calls for systemic change to ensure that children and families of color, including those with disabilities, experience meaningful improvements in their lives.
· The NAEYC Advancing Equity Statement emphasizes that all children have the right to equitable learning opportunities, and that we must dismantle barriers that create unfair outcomes.
· The DEC Position Statement on Ethical Practice guides us to act with integrity, equity, and responsiveness in every interaction with children and families.
· The NAEYC Developmentally Appropriate Practice Statement emphasizes the importance of considering the commonality of children’s learning and development, individuality of children’s strengths, needs, and experiences, and cultural and social context.

Taken together, these commitments remind us that inclusion is both an ethical obligation and a daily practice. It requires us to learn from and center the voices and experiences of children with disabilities and their families, to create learning environments where they are valued and supported, and to work collectively to confront the barriers that stand in the way of equity and belonging.
This position statement affirms that inclusion and rightful presence are not optional or supplemental—they are essential. It calls on each and every one of us to ensure that children with disabilities and their families are not only welcomed, but celebrated as vital members of the community of every early childhood program.
Definition
Early childhood inclusion refers to the rightful presence of each and every young child with a disability and their families in all early childhood education (ECE) environments. Inclusive spaces should, above all else, do no harm to children with disabilities and their families. Inclusion emphasizes that young children with disabilities and their families have the right to feel belonging within every early childhood environment, space, and community with their strengths affirmed and their needs supported. 

Inclusion means intentionally providing equitable access to learning opportunities, implementing supports that promote participation and engagement, ensuring systems that affirm individuals with disabilities, and fostering belonging for each and every child.
Characteristics 
There are four defining features of inclusion: 
· Access. Inclusion begins with ensuring that children and families can identify, enter, and sustain meaningful presence in a wide variety of high-quality early learning opportunities, activities, settings, and natural environments. Such spaces may have common or unique features and can include community contexts such as Early Head Start, early intervention sessions, Head Start, center and home-based child care, faith-based programs, recreational programs, preschool, public and private pre-kindergarten through early elementary education, and blended early childhood education/early childhood special education programs. While there are many places in which inclusion occurs, and many ways to implement inclusion in these spaces, inclusion is facilitated by children’s physical and social environment. Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is one educational framework that guides organizations in removing physical and structural barriers and creating more flexible spaces and learning opportunities to support a wide variety of learners. UDL promotes equitable access to learning by encouraging early childhood programs to offer multiple ways for children and family members to engage with materials, understand concepts, and demonstrate their learning. Access also refers to the social environment (attitudes, beliefs, and relationships) of a space. High-quality early childhood spaces that acknowledge, value, and welcome the autonomy and contributions of young children and their families promote inclusion. 
· Participation. Access alone does not ensure high-quality inclusion. Inclusion is also promoted through the participation of young children and their families in early learning spaces. Participation is understood as each child and family’s ability to engage meaningfully as members in a given space, according to their identified preferences and capacity. Providers in early learning spaces intentionally apply high-quality practices, such as those described in the DEC Recommended Practices, NAEYC Developmentally Appropriate Practice Statement, social-emotional learning frameworks, UDL, and tiered instructional models, to support meaningful participation for all children and their families. Young children and families benefit from a wide range of individualized and differentiated supports that provide them with the knowledge, skills, and services essential for promoting their desired outcomes. In addition to universal practices, individualized instruction and caregiver coaching are often needed to meet the unique needs of children and families. This includes embedding specially designed instruction within everyday routines and activities, and making adaptations and modifications to ensure each and every child can fully access and participate alongside their peers. The way in which young children and families choose to participate will vary, shaped by their individual agency, strengths, preferences, needs, resources, and the early learning spaces in which they are members. Similarly, the ways in which early childhood professionals respond and provide individualized support also shape participation. Affirming the genuine membership of young children and families promotes belonging, in which their unique characteristics and contributions are valued and celebrated. 
· System-level Supports. A comprehensive system of supports is necessary to ensure that young children, their families, and early childhood professionals have access to high-quality early learning spaces in which they experience a sense of belonging. Systems-level supports are vital to ensure that professionals, programs, and organizations are prepared with the competencies, resources, and dispositions needed to implement effective inclusive practices. Professionals in the field need resources that promote the health and wellbeing of the early childhood workforce. Early childhood professionals at all levels - practitioners, specialists, administrators – must have access to ongoing, high-quality professional development opportunities grounded in established evidence-based frameworks (e.g., developmentally appropriate practices, program quality standards, early learning standards and guidelines, professional competencies and standards), that are designed to guide inclusive practices in the field. Finally, supports are needed to ensure that all members in early childhood spaces have the capacity to engage in continuous communication and collaboration that address the needs and priorities of all young children and their families.
· Belonging. Inclusive systems aim to promote belonging for each and every child and family they serve. Belonging is a feeling of “membership” experienced by children through relationships and interactions, shaped by the practices, services, and policies implemented across the systems in which children and their families participate. The ways young children and their families experience belonging are shaped by inclusionary or exclusionary values and attitudes of the communities with which they interact. To promote belonging, everyone must honor children with disabilities’ individual agency, ensure the identities of young learners and their families are honored, affirmed, and valued within all spaces, and promote connection. 
Call to Action
Inclusion and rightful presence for young children with disabilities and their families is not simply a vision for the future—it is the work of today. We know there are barriers to inclusion that exist within a system designed to exclude. Yet, each moment in an early learning environment is an opportunity to affirm children’s dignity, challenge ableism, and strengthen partnerships with families. By grounding our practice in the characteristics of inclusion, we create spaces where children with disabilities are not only invited and included, but truly belong and are centered.
We call on each and every one of us to carry this commitment forward: 
1. To partner deeply and make impactful decisions with families, 
2. To reflect on and disrupt biases in our own practice, 
3. To shape environments that honor every child’s identity, agency, and potential, and 
4. To advocate for systems and policies that uphold justice. 
When we act together with courage and care, we ensure that every child’s rightful presence is recognized, valued, and celebrated—today and always.

Appendices in the final position statement will include:
· Appendix A: Workgroup Members
· Appendix B: Timeline and Process Leading to Revisions
· Appendix C: Glossary (Will be included in the final statement)
· Appendix D: Research informing the position statement (Will be included in the final statement)


Appendix A: Position Statement Workgroup Members 
	Name
	Affiliation

	Megan Vinh
	Chair; Frank Porter Graham Child Development Institute; Senior Technical Assistance Specialist

	Ruby Batz
	University of Nevada, Reno

	Chih-Ing Lim
	Frank Porter Graham Child Development Institute; Senior Technical Assistance Specialist; Co-chair, Inclusion institute

	Michelle Ogorek
	WI Early Learning TA and Implementation Grant Training and TA/ PD for State Providers

	Jenna Weglarz-Ward
	University of Nevada, Las Vegas

	Hailey Love
	University of Wisconsin, Madison

	Shawna Harbin
	Purdue University, West Lafayette

	Kris Bowman
	REDI, The Amoore Group

	Mary Harrill
	NAEYC

	Melody Mann
	DEC Intern

	Peggy Kemp
	DEC Executive Director


*The workgroup also thanks Catasha Williams (Frank Porter Graham Child Development Institute) for her contributions to its early work.
Appendix B: Timeline and Process Leading to the Revisions
Fall 2024: To inform the initial revisions process, the workgroup developed a survey to gather early childhood educators’ perspectives on:
· the position statement’s current definition of inclusion and components of inclusion (e.g., what needs to remain, what needs to be updated)
·  the level of agreement with the current position statement
· what quality “inclusion” looks like to them
· current research that should inform revisions to the position statement
·  whether/how ECE professionals are using the position statement in their everyday practice
Winter/Spring 2025: The workgroup issued the survey and analyzed the results (almost 200 educators from within DEC’s and NAEYC’s membership submitted responses).
Summer 2025: The workgroup held a series of listening sessions with early childhood educators to explore themes that emerged from the survey responses. 
Fall 2025: The workgroup began drafting a revised position statement with a focus on an updated definition of inclusion and its components. It held well-attended sessions at DEC’s and NAEYC’s Annual Conference to gather feedback on the draft revisions.
Winter 2026: The workgroup continued to revise the position statement based on feedback gathered at the fall conferences. 
Spring 2026: The revised statement is issued for public comment.
Summer 2026 (anticipated) – DEC and NAEYC will approve a final, updated position statement
Fall 2026 (anticipated) – The position statement will be published and disseminated. 
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