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What is Early Intervention? 

The Early Intervention Program for Infants and 
Toddlers with Disabilities, Part C of the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), entitles infants 
and toddlers with disabilities and their families to 
Early Intervention services that:

▪ Enhance the development of infants and 
toddlers who have or are at risk for developmental 
delays or disabilities

▪ Build the capacity of families to meet individual 
needs of their children

▪ Minimize the need for special education and 
related services when eligible infants and toddlers 
reach school age



Speakers
Leanne Barrett, Senior Policy Analyst, Rhode 

Island Kids Count
Sadia Batool, Early Childhood Family Lead for 

Early Childhood Comprehensive Systems, 
Pennsylvania Office of Child Development and 

Early Learning
Zareen Kamal, Policy Specialist, Illinois Policy, 

Start Early
Libbie Sonnier, Executive Director, Louisiana 

Policy Institute for Children
Moderator

Karen Berman, Senior Director, Illinois Policy, 
Start Early



RI KIDS COUNT

Rhode Island KIDS COUNT is a statewide children’s policy 
organization that provides information on child well-being, 
stimulates dialogue on children’s issues, and promotes equity and 
accountability. 

Rhode Island KIDS COUNT coordinates the RIght from the Start 
Campaign, a legislative and budget campaign led by eight 
organizations to advance policies that help ensure ALL Rhode Island 
babies and young children, regardless of zip code, race, ethnicity, or 
family income, get off to the right start. 
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Pennsylvania Office of Child Development and Early Learning
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For nearly 40 years, Start Early has brought 
expertise in program delivery, research and 
evaluation, professional development, and 
policy and advocacy, in partnership with 
communities and other experts, to drive 
systemic change so that millions more 
children, families, and educators can thrive.

• The Illinois Policy Team (IPT) plays a leading role in 
the development of Illinois’ early childhood system 
and for decades has engaged in policy advocacy on 
behalf of children with special needs.

• As a federal Head Start grantee, Start Early convenes 
our delegate agencies in the Early/Head Start 
Network to continually improve our practice to 
provide early learning services to young children and 
their families in Chicago.

• Start Early Consulting supports our partners to 
ensure that prenatal to five systems are high-quality 
and integrated, are resourced to be sustainable, and 
are designed to serve children and families from 
historically marginalized communities.
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❏ Mission: Advancing policies to ensure that Louisiana's young children are 

ready for success in school and in life.

❏ Vision: We envision a Louisiana in which all young children, birth through 

age four, are safe, healthy, and reach their full potential.

❏ Our Work: The Policy Institute seeks to be a source of nonpartisan, 

independent information on issues concerning children ages birth through 

four in Louisiana.  

The Louisiana Policy Institute for Children 



As you’re listening, please use the chat:

What resonates with 
you and the 

struggles/solutions 
you are advocating for 

in your state?

Any other reflections 
or clarifying questions 

for the presenters



Our Struggles



Rhode Island: EI Financial and Staffing Crises
▪ Early Intervention enrollment more than doubled between 2001 and 2019. State has 

usually been in top 5 nationally for participation rates.  Financed through Medicaid 
and Commercial Insurance billing, payment rates set in 2002 had been cut in 2009 
and frozen (in 2022 rates were lower than in 2002).

▪ Early Intervention wages were not competitive, and staff turnover rates averaged 
33% per year with many agencies needing to replace 50% to 60% of staff per year.

▪ In November 2021, a statewide waiting list was established that grew to 1,000 within 
one year.  Typical enrollment in EI is 2,300 children.

▪ Even after a 45% rate increase won through legislation that passed in 2022 and $11 
million in ARPA funds over two years, staffing challenges and waiting lists continue 
(900 waiting in July 2023, 600 waiting in February 2004).

▪ Similar financing and staffing problems in Preschool Special Education System 
statewide with parent driven lawsuit in Providence for systemic failures.
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• Invisibility of Family Leadership opportunities

• Barriers to access e.g. transportation, language,  
technology

• Lack of family-friendly leadership opportunities

• Lack of standardized supports for families

• Lack of dedicated staff for family engagement

Family Engagement -Needs identified
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Family Engagement -
Needs identified

● Invisibility of Family Leadership 
opportunities

● Barriers to access e.g. transportation, 
language, technology

● Lack of family-friendly leadership 
opportunities

● Lack of standardized supports for 
families

● Lack of dedicated staff for family 
engagement



The Workforce Crisis and Systems Challenges 

• EI provider shortage

• Families experiencing barriers 
at every step of the process
• Rising waitlists 
• Unmet EI timelines
• Barriers to access

• Service delays have more than 
doubled in the past two years
• FY22 avg 4.6%
• FY23 avg 8.3%
• FY24 YTD avg 9.4%



Our Solutions



Rhode Island: Advocacy Strategies

▪ Data from a 2018 Early Intervention staff survey and stories from Early Intervention 
family surveys showed staffing problems have been brewing for years.

▪ Key Advocacy Partners: Parents Leading for Educational Equity - grassroots parent 
organizing, RI Parent Information Network - Parent Training and Information 
Center. RI Chapter of the American Academy of Pediatrics - influential advocacy.

▪ Powerful Advocacy Video featuring RI family and Early Intervention therapist.

▪ Continued media attention to waiting list.

Infants, toddlers face long wait for crucial Early Intervention services 
in R.I.

“The child gets on the waitlist and by the time you’re able to get them, they’re within a year of aging out,” a provider told the 
Globe. “And we know how critical it is to get to them in those early years.”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BrJszEgeTRk


Rhode Island: Priority Solutions

• Governor has recommended a 15% rate increase in his FY25 budget and talked 
about Early Intervention in his State of the State speech. 

• Legislation has been introduced asking for a 25% Medicaid rate increase in FY25, 
an annual Cost of Living Adjustment (COLA), + free child care for staff who 
work in Early Intervention (expansion of Child Care for Child Care Educators).

• Legislation has been introduced asking the General Assembly to establish and fund 
a statewide Early Childhood IDEA Task Force to review and develop a financing 
and staffing plan to ensure all children from birth up to kindergarten entry that 
need IDEA services are screened, evaluated, and enrolled promptly and receive the 
IDEA services they are entitled to and that meet the needs of families.
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Family Engagement Definition
Effective family engagement is intentional, meaningful 

and impactful.

Learning Communities value and support families in their 
role as a child’s first teacher, and leverage the expertise, 
knowledge and leadership of families and community 
partners to shape the educational environment at the 
program, classroom, school, state and national level.

These partnerships are strengths based, culturally 
responsive and rely on two-way communications. They 

focus on the shared goal of positive learning and 
developmental outcomes for children.
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Supports for Family Engagement

Commitment Funding
Training and 

Technical 
Assistance

Mentoring
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Organization Readiness and Leadership Buy-In
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C2P2EI training has been the most impactful experience I have had since becoming a 
parent. It has completely transformed my mindset, shifting me from feeling like a 
powerless victim to becoming an agent of change. This training equips me with the 
necessary tools to empower and advocate for my children.
Through this training, I have acquired valuable advocacy and leadership skills, enabling 
me to speak up for other families and assist policymakers in introducing groundbreaking 
bills that can revolutionize the lives of Pennsylvania families with special needs.

C2P2EI Graduate W.S
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Parents as 
Partners in 

Professional 
Development 

(P3D)
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The Three P's of Compensating Family Leaders

POLICY

• Internal 
reimbursement 
policy document

• Honorariums, 
reimbursements 
for child care and 
travel expenses

PROCEDURES

• Dedicated fiscal 
staff

• Dedicated family 
engagement 
consultants

• Family-friendly 
reimbursement 
form

PRACTICES

• Lodging and flight 
reservations made 
in advance by fiscal 
staff

• Onsite and 
individualized 
support provided 
for reimbursement 
related queries

• Timely processing 
of reimbursements
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Family Leadership Pathways



How We Did It: Collective Advocacy & Partnering with the Field

• Authentic provider engagement and grassroots advocacy
• Provider-led petition, meetings, surveys, and fact sheets

• Family engagement and voice
• Disseminated family-friendly flyers on rights and advocacy
• Co-hosted two bilingual sessions on families’ rights and 

advocacy
• Launched Babies Can’t Wait! virtual postcard campaign 

• 100+ postcards collected and delivered to legislators 

• Partnership with champion legislators
• Pushed for supplemental funding for EI for FY23 (Lame 

Duck – January)
• 900+ emails to legislative offices sent

• Prenatal-to-3 legislative hearings in support of Smart Start



…The Struggle Continues! 

Advocate Request v. Governor's FY25 Budget Proposal

Early Intervention (EI) :

Goal: $40 million increase
Proposed: $6 million increase for the Early Intervention program (3.8% over FY 2024)

▪ FY25 request: $40 million (25.7%) increase over FY24

▪ With additional funds, we’d like to see:

▪ Increased compensation for providers and service coordinators 
(10% increase = $20M)

▪ Funds to accommodate the state’s growing caseload



Where We Are Now

• Change.org petition

• Letters to legislators

• Early Childhood Advocacy Day

• Opportunities for family engagement:

•Babies Can’t Wait! postcard campaign

•Resources for families waiting for EI

https://www.change.org/p/end-therapy-waitlists-for-il-babies-increase-funding-for-early-intervention-2024
https://startearly.quorum.us/campaign/57781/?_ga=2.84151132.452111528.1710269373-985586819.1709074113
https://www.startearly.org/event/early-childhood-advocacy-day/
https://www.raisingillinois.org/news___resources/babies-cant-wait-postcard/#postcard
https://www.raisingillinois.org/news___resources/babies-cant-wait-postcard/#resources-for-families


Systems Changes to Address Equity Challenges

31

1. EI cost modeling 

2. Cross-state research 

3. Demonstration projects for modified service delivery



32

Thank you!



Join the PN-3 XChange today!
❑Go to: 

https://www.pn3xchange.org/user/createuser

❑Features: 

✓ Ask questions and join discussions with peers and 
experts

✓ Find timely resources and events

✓ Share resources with the network

✓ Learn from what others are doing

✓ Use the PN-3 Help Desk to get expert help 

✓ Over 2,700 members from all 50 states

✓ And more!


	Slide 1: Advocating for Early Intervention:  Our Passion, Our Future
	Slide 2: Agenda
	Slide 3
	Slide 4: Speakers Leanne Barrett, Senior Policy Analyst, Rhode Island Kids Count Sadia Batool, Early Childhood Family Lead for Early Childhood Comprehensive Systems, Pennsylvania Office of Child Development and Early Learning Zareen Kamal, Policy Speciali
	Slide 5
	Slide 6: Pennsylvania Office of Child Development and Early Learning 
	Slide 7
	Slide 8
	Slide 9
	Slide 10: As you’re listening, please use the chat:
	Slide 11: Our Struggles
	Slide 12
	Slide 13
	Slide 14
	Slide 15: Family Engagement - Needs identified
	Slide 16
	Slide 17: Our Solutions
	Slide 18
	Slide 19
	Slide 20
	Slide 21: Family Engagement Definition
	Slide 22: Supports for Family Engagement
	Slide 23: Organization Readiness and Leadership Buy-In
	Slide 24
	Slide 25: Parents as Partners in Professional Development (P3D)
	Slide 26: The Three P's of Compensating Family Leaders
	Slide 27: Family Leadership Pathways
	Slide 28
	Slide 29
	Slide 30
	Slide 31
	Slide 32
	Slide 33

