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EARLY INTERVENTION IS THE KEY TO SETTING KIDS WITH DELAYS AND DISABILITIES ON A PATH TO LONG-TERM SUCCESS. 
YET CHILDREN OF COLOR FACE BARRIERS TO ACCESSING THESE SERVICES.

WHAT ARE EARLY INTERVENTION SERVICES?
Every child from birth to age 3 in the U.S. is entitled under IDEA (IDEA Part C) to support in reaching developmental milestones if they 
have a developmental delay — that is, if they are meeting milestones more slowly than expected, or if they have a diagnosed 
condition that has a high probability of resulting in a delay. Strong support as soon as a developmental delay is identified can have a 
positive ripple effect that lasts a lifetime. These services are provided not only for a child with a developmental delay, but also for the 
child’s family, ensuring that caregivers have the tools they need to create a healthy, supportive environment for the whole family.

EARLY INTERVENTION FOCUSES ON SKILLS  
IN THESE AREAS:

EARLY INTERVENTION PROVIDES ONE OR MORE 
SERVICES TO A CHILD AND THEIR FAMILY, INCLUDING 

BUT NOT LIMITED TO THE FOLLOWING:

•	•	 Physical skills (reaching, crawling, walking, 
drawing, building)

•	•	 Cognitive skills (thinking, learning, solving 
problems)

•	•	 Communication skills (talking, listening, 
understanding others)

•	•	 Daily living or adaptive skills (eating, dressing)

•	•	 Social or emotional skills (playing, interacting 
with others)

•	•	 Special instruction

•	•	 Speech and language therapy

••		 Physical or occupational therapy

•	•	 Psychological services

•	•	 Nursing or nutrition services

•	•	 Hearing (audiology) or vision services

•	•	 Social work services

•	•	 Transportation

•	•	 Assistive technology
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https://sites.ed.gov/idea/osep-fast-facts-infants-and-toddlers-with-disabilities-20/
https://www.understood.org/en/learning-thinking-differences/treatments-approaches/early-intervention/early-intervention-what-it-is-and-how-it-works
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WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT EQUITY IN EARLY INTERVENTION?
Early intervention services set young kids with delays and disabilities and their families on the course for long-
term success. Systemic racism in health and education systems and insufficient federal funding for IDEA Part C 
threaten access to these services. Better data can help us measure equity and, ultimately, ensure that families of 
color gain access to the high-quality early intervention services they deserve.

Children of color who could benefit from early intervention services often do not have enough access to them.

This inequitable access reflects the fact that early intervention services are at the nexus of health care, education, and other 
systems pervaded by systemic racism.

The probability of a child being identified as having a developmental delay and using early intervention services is drastically 
different depending on their race and ethnicity. Compared to their White peers with developmental delays,

•	•	 Black and Latino children with developmental delays are 78% less likely to have their need for early intervention 
services identified;

•	•	 Black children with developmental delays are 78% less likely to receive early intervention services.1

A large, nationally representative study found that Black and White children who are eligible for early intervention services 
received them at the same (albeit low) rate of 9% at 9 months of age, but at 24 months of age, Black children were five 
times less likely to receive early intervention services than White children.2 This racial disparity was particularly 
pronounced among children qualifying for services based on developmental delays that were difficult to detect and required 
observational assessment, indicating that there are racial inequities in timely access to screening, attention to potential 
developmental concerns, and resources within health and education systems.

A large, nationally representative study that followed young children from the time they entered early intervention services 
as infants and toddlers until kindergarten completion found that families of color had more challenges and negative 
experiences when entering into early intervention services, including difficulty in finding out about existing services and 
initiating service delivery, and feeling that their concerns were being ignored by professionals and/or that professionals didn’t 
respect their cultural background and values.3

Federal funding for IDEA is far too low: Congress has always vastly underfunded these critical services. Early 

intervention services are part of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). When Congress passed 

IDEA, it pledged to provide 40% of the extra money needed to provide special education services such as early 

intervention services; state and local funding was supposed to cover the rest. However, Congress has yet to fund 

its promised share of the cost. Federal funding covers only about 15% of this cost, even though the number of 

children receiving services under IDEA has increased by 25% in the past two decades.

https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/childdevelopment/screening.html
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EARLY INTERVENTION: Key Components & Opportunities for Equity

SCREENING

What is it? 

The first step in assessing developmental 
delays, typically conducted at regular pediatric 

visits and sometimes in early childhood 
education settings. Under the Child Find law, 

states are required to locate and identify  
any child who may be eligible for  

early intervention services.

How is it inequitable? 

Children of color often have less access  
to programs in which specialists are trained  
to use screening tools, such as high-quality  
health care and early childhood education 

programs, resulting in fewer  
screening opportunities.

EVALUATION

What is it? 

A process to establish whether  
a child is eligible for early intervention  

services under the IDEA Part C law.

How is it inequitable? 

Children of color living in low-income 
neighborhoods are less likely to receive 

evaluations, due to limited access to 
developmental screenings; and when they are 
screened and referred for evaluation, they are 
less likely to be tested. This could be due, in 

part, to the limited supply of evaluators in their 
areas, though more research is required to 

determine all contributing factors.

EARLY INTERVENTION SERVICES

What are they?

Services for families to support  
children in developing physical, cognitive,  

communication, social/emotional,  
and daily living skills.

How are they inequitable?

Children of color who are eligible for services 
are less likely to receive them and more likely  

to face challenges while receiving them.  
This is due to a variety of factors, including 
insufficient outreach and a lack of culturally 

competent services.

Source: See endnote for list of sources for this graphic.4 
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Incorporating cultural and linguistic competency into evaluation processes, including assessment tools and 

clinical observation and judgment, is critical to minimizing racial and cultural bias and promoting equity in early 

intervention and other special education services. Developing a racially, culturally, and linguistically diverse 

early intervention workforce that reflects the diversity of the early childhood population and antiracist and 

culturally competent, ongoing professional development that includes family engagement approaches are 

also key. These strategies are needed to ensure that children who would benefit from services receive them, and 

to avoid inappropriate identification, placement, and instructional and disciplinary practices.5 

We are tomorrowWe are tomorrow’’s  s  
bright future! bright future! 
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