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The National Early Childhood Inclusion 
Institute has become one of the 
premier educational opportunities 
for anyone involved in the care and 
education of young children with 
special needs in inclusive settings. 
For 20 years, the Institute has drawn 
people from across the nation and 
around the world to Chapel Hill:

• to learn about the latest 
research findings, models, 
and resources that guide 
inclusive policy, professional 
development and practice;

• to develop collaborative 
relationships and cross-agency 
systems that support early 
childhood inclusion;

• to have the opportunity to meet, 
learn from, and problem solve 
with peers.

Frank Porter Graham Child 
Development Institute is the major 
sponsor and organizer of the  
Inclusion Institute.

M any thanks to all of you for your part in 
making the 2020 National Early Child-
hood Inclusion Institute a success. Your 
support and vision provided motivation 
to continue moving forward through 

challenging times. One message we heard across all fronts 
was that content addressing evolving needs around inclusion 
was critically important. Additionally, this year was somewhat 
complicated by the emerging COVID-19 pandemic. What 
was once going to be an in-person event rapidly shifted into a 
virtual one, complete with all the challenges of engaging our 
audience over Zoom instead of at the Friday Center. Thanks 
to the hard work of everyone involved, though, the shift was a 
tremendous success. Here’s what one participant had to say:

Wow, that’s all I can say. Never imagined anyone would 
be fully engaged or even want to attend hours of a virtual 
conference. But here we are, and I thoroughly enjoyed it!

2020 included two exciting new developments, full scholarships 
for all participants and strategies for extending the reach of the 
Institute beyond our traditional audience. 

Scholarships
We would like to extend our tremendous appreciation to the 
Early Childhood Technical Assistance (ECTA) Center for pro-
viding scholarships to Inclusion Institute participants. Among 
the many impacts of the pandemic on the early childhood field 
was financial stress and tight budgets, and ECTA’s support 
made it possible for those working in inclusion on every level to 
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participate in the Institute this year. We look forward to con-
tinuing our partnership with ECTA in the future as our goals 
for high quality inclusion align so well with theirs!

Extending the Reach/Broadening Impact
With encouragement from our planning team, advisory board, 
and partners we developed a plan for meeting needs around 
inclusion for an audience that includes but also extends well 
beyond our traditional participants. According to our vision, ex-
panding the cause of inclusion involves two key steps: including 
all individuals involved with the process and promoting access 
to high quality resources for more of those individuals, even 
those who are geographically distant. 

One key set of stakeholders who have been underrepresented 
at the Inclusion Institute in recent years is families of children 
with disabilities. To remedy this, we concurrently began reach-
ing out to and publicizing the Institute to parents and caregiv-
ers, worked to bring in scholarship money, participation, and 
expanding session offerings that both spoke to and promoted 
leadership for families. Participation by families increased this 
year accordingly and we look forward to further expanding our 
work with these key stakeholders moving forward. 

A silver lining of the pandemic was the focus on virtual sessions 
that provided access for a broad range of participants. Providing 
virtual sessions ensured that we had greater international partic-
ipation this year by eliminating the need to travel. Also, nearly 
all sessions were recorded, thanks to the support of our amazing 
presenters, and are posted along with handouts on our website 
to provide free access for all. In future years, we intend to find 
new ways to engage with a geographically diverse audience that 
include the new technologies we used this year as well as hybrid 
options that will allow us to seamlessly blend in-person connec-
tion with virtual participation.
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Program
The live virtual sessions included opportunities for questions, 
interactions, and discussion with presenters as well as time to 
brainstorm with participants strategies for using the resourc-
es and recorded sessions to support their work. The program, 
while scaled back, provided participants with the opportunity 
to attend 7 live sessions plus the keynote and plenaries and to 
access recordings of an additional 7 sessions. Participants also 
have access to the recordings and handouts after the Institute so 
that they can share the information with colleagues at no cost. 
The program included: 
 • 1 keynote
 • 2 plenaries
 • 14 concurrent sessions
In addition to content on inclusion, a strand on trauma and re-
silience, a requested topic, was woven throughout the 4 days. In 
future Institutes, we are excited to continue providing strands 
on highly relevant topics, as feedback on these threads has been 
extremely positive.

Participants
We welcomed attendees from across the U.S. and across the 
globe, including Mexico, Turkey, Singapore, Australia, and New 
Zealand. One benefit of the virtual format was that it provid-
ed access for participants who would not have had funds or 
time to travel to NC; as an international attendee said, “Thank 
you! It was well worth get-
ting up at 3am to be part of 
this presentation!” We again 
achieved a balance of par-
ticipants representing all of 
those who work together for 
inclusion (See Figures 1 & 
2), these combined voices are 
what makes this conference 
unique and powerful.

Preschool Special Education/619

Pre-K/Regular Education

Head Start/Early Head Start

Part C/Infants & Toddlers

Child Care

Developmental Disabilities

Other

41%

9%
4%

9%

13%

15%
12%

Figure 1: Percentage of participants 
representing one of seven sectors
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Keynote and Plenaries
The stories shared by Bethany Van Delft Moffi, our keynote 
speaker, set the stage for the Institute. Bethany is a comedi-
an, storyteller, and parent advocate who has been active in the 
special needs community since the birth of her daughter Lulu 
in 2011. Bethany’s powerful stories highlighted the impact of 
collaboration and inclusion.  In particular, we were excited for 
her to bring this perspective to this year’s Inclusion Institute, 
given our emphasis on expanding family participation. Feed-
back suggested that Bethany’s message resonated strongly with 
participants and underscored the idea that high quality inclu-
sion involves all the stakeholders in a child’s life:

• The importance of family first was brought home with 
this speaker. I love how she emphasized that parents 
truly are their children’s experts. I also enjoyed how she 
discussed collaboration is a journey.

• The Keynote was so needed. Between adjusting to a new 
work reality, social reality, and my well-being, it is easy 
to lose sight and it feels like running on empty or that 
no matter how much we do, it is never enough. Hearing 
Bethany’s personal experience and thought provoking 
talk, helped me refocus as a professional and as someone 
who cares deeply about inclusion and leveraging par-

Figure 2: Percentage of participants 
representing one of eight roles Trainer/TA Provider/Prof. Development Provider

Teacher/Practitioner/Specialist

Policy Maker

Other 

Grad Student or Post-Doctoral Fellow

Family or Family Advocate

Faculty in IHE

Administrator

30%

6%

2%

10%

4%

25%

3%

20%
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ent’s knowledge, and the importance of engaging from 
a trauma informed lens and taking a strengths based 
approach. Kudos for having a parent/advocate as a key-
note. It was a very powerful and honest presentation.

The Federal Town Hall Plenary provided the opportunity for 
federal representatives to connect with participants through 
individual questions, live polling, and comments centered on in-
clusion. Participants shared questions through a Qualtrics poll 
prior to the Institute. A live poll in which participants shared 
how they felt moving forward with inclusion kicked off the 
plenary session, participants reporting they were hopeful about 
the future! 

The panel was very well received, with participants enthusiastic 
about the information and resources shared:

This panel was exceptional and their response engaging 
and helpful to me right now. I could have listened to 
them for another 2 hours. I loved the fresh ideas and 
the resources that were offered. Wonderful resources and 
content!

In the Inclusion 2.0.2.0: Are We There Yet? Plenary, presenters 
discussed the status of inclusion and equity and shared personal 
stories. Given the shift in focus toward racial equity during the 
pandemic, this was particularly timely. Rhodus Riggins, Harriet 
Bailey, and Lisa Pullis held space for participants to think about 
and grow in their understanding of the path we have walked 
so far as well as how far we have to go in addressing the linked 
topics of equity and inclusion for all. The impact of this session 
is best described by one of our participants: 

 

Figure 3: Word Cloud
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I appreciated the heaviness of the topic, and also the strat-
egies provided. I am comfortable being uncomfortable and 
I was able to create action items to move forward in my 
understanding of inclusion.

Participant Ratings of the Institute
We gathered feedback on the overall Institute from an online 
survey and compiled ratings for each plenary, and concurrent 
session. Based on these data sources, participants rated all as-
pects of the Institute highly. Mean ratings of the overall Insti-
tute using a 1-5 scale, with 5 being highest, were 4.56 for the 
overall quality of Institute, 4.57 for the quality of presenters and 
resources, and 4.63 for the relevance of the information shared. 
The individual ratings for each session provided additional data 
on how the Institute hit the mark on topics and presenters, the 
summary means across concurrent sessions were 4.61 for quality 
and 4.66 for relevance. In addition, participants shared feedback 
and strategies for improvements to incorporate for the 2021 
Institute.

One key takeaway from participants’ comments was a com-
mitment to spread the word, taking and sharing resources with 
other professionals and families. We believe that this year’s 
Inclusion Institute provided participants with rejuvenating and 
uplifting messages that inclusion can happen anywhere, re-
gardless of whether learning is occurring in schools, homes, or 
hybrid environments:

• The discussion and resources were incredible! It was 
thought provoking and engaging. Will be really helpful 
in the inclusion work throughout our state!

• I look forward to sharing these resources. Left the session 
feeling uplifted and ready to go! I want an App that has 
Shana cheering my parenting on (just saying.)

• Thought provoking discussions on how coaches can help 
even great teachers ‘stuck’ in face-to-face teaching mode 
transition to effective virtual teaching.
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• Although the conference was not in person, the Institute 
did not fail. I was eager to sign on everyday and was 
grateful it covered so many topics during the pandem-
ic and how we can reach out and reach our students 
and families during this time. Thank you for all of the 
time and effort put in to making this a productive and 
helpful way to start the year to help meet the needs of our 
students and making sure we have the tools to help make 
remote learning inclusive!

As we move forward, we realize there is still much for all of us 
to learn and to do in early childhood inclusion, particularly in 
this challenging time. We will continue to provide additional 
information and resources and 
are already beginning work on 
identifying presenters and  
sessions to fill these needs at 
the 2021 Inclusion Institute. 

Thank you all for making a 
difference in the lives of profes-
sionals, children, and families 
near and far. We look forward 
to hearing about your work 
on behalf of inclusion over the 
next year and seeing you— 
online or in-person or hybrid 
format—in 2021.

—Tracey West (Institute Chair) and  
the Inclusion Institute Team 

Adam Holland
Lindsay Holland 
Barbara Lowery

Sharon Palsha
Taylor Simpson

 

Save the Date 
Oct 25-28, 2021

2021 National
Early Childhood Inclusion 

Institute
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Sponsors

Early Childhood Technical Assistance (ECTA) Center

Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co. Inc.

NC Department of Public Instruction, Office of Early Learning 

Institute Advisors & Planning Committee 
Harriet Able Katy McCullough

Lorie Barnes Karen McKnight

Amanda Bryans Dawn Meskil

Debbie Cate Holly Riddle

Julia Martin Eile Ginger Thomas

Kate Gallagher Ann Turnbull

Jennie Gatewood Pam Winton (Chair Emerita)

Christy Kavulic

Inclusion Institute Partners
Delaware Early Childhood Assistive Technology Demonstration (DECATD)
Division for Early Childhood of the Council for Exceptional Children (DEC/CEC) 
ECTA Center – The Early Childhood Technical Assistance Center
Exceptional Children’s Assistance Center 
Family, Infant and Preschool Program (FIPP)
Kids Included Together (KIT)
National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC)
National Center on Early Childhood Development, Teaching, and Learning (NCECDTL)
National Inclusion Project
National Professional Development Center on Autism Spectrum Disorder (NPDC)
North Carolina Association for the Education of  Young Children (NCAEYC)
NC Head Start-State Collaboration Office
PACER Center
Preschool Development Grant Technical Assistance (PDG TA)
University of North Carolina School of Education (UNC-CH)
ZERO TO THREE National Center for Infants, Toddler and Families Center for Training Services
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