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Beth Santer 00:15

Welcome to the Wayne RESA Roundtable podcast, a space dedicated to sharing valuable resources
and insights with our educators and families. I'm Beth Santer, one of the Wayne RESA facilitators who
will be joining you for this conversation. Today, we're focusing on what it truly means to support our
three to five year old learners together. The early years are such a foundational time, they aren't
training for real school. They are the real school, and this is where our language develops and
explodes. Social skills are built and child's belief about whether they belong in school begins to form.
Getting inclusion right at this stage matters, not just for compliance, but for lifelong outcomes. Today, |
am honored to be joined by four leaders who bring different perspectives. We've got Dr. Kelly
Anderson, our early childhood consultant at Wayne RESA. We have Lisa Dougherty, a special
education supervisor in Grosse Pointe public schools. We have Andrea Saxa, an SXI Teacher in
Wayne Westland community schools. And we have Chelsea Simons, Director of early childhood for
Norfolk Public Schools. Welcome, ladies.

Andrea Saxa 01:20
Hi!

Chelsea Simons 01:21
Hello, Thank you.

Lisa Dougherty 01:22
Thank you for having us.

Beth Santer 01:23

So let's dive in. | want to know | always like to start at the very beginning, and that is what led you to
enter into early childhood education, what drew you to working with our youngest learners. And why
don't we start with Lisa, and then you guys jump in.



Lisa Dougherty 01:42

Thank you, Beth and thank you for having us here today. The most important part of working in early
childhood to me is the way that we interact with parents. When parents make that initial call because
they have a concern about their child's development, it takes a great deal of vulnerability and courage
for them to reach out, and they're entering a world that they don't know anything about. And so | just
feel very lucky to work with an amazing team of people that walk the path alongside parents, let them
know that their child belongs in our school and that we're going to do everything that we can to support
them.

Beth Santer 02:38
So did you want to initially go into early childhood when you went into education?

Lisa Dougherty 02:43

So actually, when | was getting my Master's at the University of Michigan, | had the opportunity to work
with the play project, which was working with young learners with autism, and it was home based. And |
really, really enjoyed working with the like birth to six population, but then when | started in the school
system, | got really passionate about working with transition age students. And so I've really worked at
both ends of the spectrum. And my background is social work, and so | think that one of the driving
forces for me really is partnering with parents and partnering with other community organizations and
helping to make those connections.

Beth Santer 03:34
Yeah. What about Chelsea Kelly Andrea?

Andrea Saxa 03:40

I think | love the parent aspect, and | learned to love that along the way. But what initially drove me into
early childhood education was the students, these these young learners, are so new to education,
they've never had a school experience, and it's just amazing to help mold that initial aspect of learning.
They're dreamers, still. They want to learn. They're curious, they're open to the world. They're dynamic
as people. They're constantly changing and growing. And | think being a part of that first journey is just
it's an amazing piece to see how they grow. And | think that's what initially pushed me into early
childhood.

Dr. Kelly Anderson 04:21

I'm going to add on to that, because my answer is almost the same. I've always wanted to be in early
childhood. And to steal a phrase from Dr Becky Bailey, she talks about kids being pure potential, and
our youngest children are pure potential. We don't know how high that bar could go. We don't know
how far they'll go in and what direction, but when we provide a really high quality environment, we give
them the tools they need to thrive and to grow. And | have always just found that to be so empowering
and so enjoyable to give children that amazingly positive experience at the start of their schooling
endeavors, so that they can start off by loving school and loving learning, rather than feeling like, oh
school homework assignments, really giving them that joy of learning.

Chelsea Simons 05:05

And for me, kind of going along what you just said, too. The place where | was able to see that like
honoring potential in kids, was at Central Michigan University. So | went there, and | knew | wanted to
work with kids, but wasn't sure what exactly | was going to do, and then | got to experience the child
development and learning lab there, and they use resume of the curriculum, and just truly that the
honoring potential that children have and treating them with respect and allowing choice and freedom is
was honestly beautiful to me. And I'm like, this is what | want to do for my career.



Beth Santer 05:39

Yeah, yeah. Great answers. So from your role, because we've intentionally made sure that we have
people from different districts and different roles, what does high quality inclusion look like for three to
five year olds? What does that look like in practice, not just in paper?

Andrea Saxa 06:01

So | often see an image in my head of, okay, everyone's in a circle, everyone's in a group. There's kids
in wheelchairs, there might be a kid with a hearing aid, there might be a kid with a fidget and | think
that's what people envision inclusion looking like, and that's not at all what | see in practice, when I'm
actually in an inclusive experience, | see high expectations of everyone. Even if there's a kid bouncing
in the back of the classroom, that kid is still asked to participate. That kid still has high expectations put
on them, and the teacher meets the needs of all of the students, not just talking to the general ed
population and expecting special ed teachers to, oh, do what your kids need. It's a it's a big problem
that we see that there's this vision of what it should look like, and there's not necessarily a one size fits
all for inclusion. Every experience is different with every activity. But | think the biggest piece is that
expectation piece and participation of everyone, regardless of whether you're communicating with an
AAC device or you're communicating by saying all done with sign language. That's that's huge.
Everyone needs to be heard, not just present.

Beth Santer 07:28
Yeah.

Lisa Dougherty 07:30

| agree. To add on to that | think that there are a lot of things that teachers can do to provide access to
all students, and those things are so impactful and effective for every single student in their classroom.
So, you know, things like pre teaching social emotional skills and behavior expectations and embedding
that instruction throughout the day. | see in my program some teachers have, you know, excellent
strategies for pre teaching those skills and then embedding, you know, like a calm down space, if
needed, or even instructing you know, the peer models that come into the classroom on how they can
assist students when they're having, you know, maybe a more difficult time.

Dr. Kelly Anderson 08:26

I think for me, the biggest thing about an inclusive environment is honoring children and honoring their
voice in whatever way that they are communicating. And that is sometimes uncomfortable for some of
our teachers, because when a child's behavior is telling you your activity is boring. You have to honor
that and say, Guess what? This four year old, this three year old, does not have a filter. They are not
going to socially mask for you in this moment. And so you need to honor their voice and say, Okay, |
need to make this a little more engaging. | need this to be more important for you, because they all of
our little people, regardless of any special needs they may have, are very egocentric. It's all about
them. And the nice thing about that is, as | said, they don't have a filter, so you know whether or not
you're reaching them. But if we presume competence of all children, regardless of whether or not they
are speaking children, and you presume that they want to play, they want to engage with their peers.
They want to explore that very cool, new thing you've brought in the classroom. We also then need to
honor whatever their contribution is in that moment. And if their contribution is telling you that you need
to make a change, then you need to make a change because you are the grown up, right? This is the
only space where we think about you know, if you're in a garden, you don't expect the flowers to grow
better, just because you want them to if they need shade, you put them in shade. If you need sun, you
put them in sun. It is your job as the gardener to put them in a space where they can thrive. And so



thinking about how we shape and change our environment so that all of our children can thrive is really
that key to inclusion in early childhood.

Chelsea Simons 09:57

And from my lens, | think when. Going into a classroom and thinking about inclusive environments. It's
meeting all children where they are regardless, just as an early child to best practice, what do all kids
need, and just meeting them at their their individual level, and letting curriculum guide us, but offering
opportunities for all children and meeting them where they're at.

Beth Santer 10:19

Yeah. So we hear a lot about MTSS, Multi Tiered Systems of Supports, and a lot of times when we
hear about that, we hear about it for K 12. We don't always hear it in the preschool realm, but it applies
to preschool as well. So what are your thoughts on MTSS, and what's a good MTSS system look like at
preschool?

Dr. Kelly Anderson 10:40

So MTSS is a really interesting question in preschool, because many preschools inherently do MTSS,
even if they don't call it that. So all of our major curriculums that we use are built on a developmental
projection or developmental trajectory, and so when we are supporting children, you're supporting them
where they're at because the scores and the assessments and the tools that we use give
developmental steps and help to support children in their growth. But some districts don't really call it
MTSS, because it is inherently what early childhood practice looks like for them.

Chelsea Simons 11:13

And at Northfield public schools, this has been a project of ours over the years, and we really started by
mimicking what K 12 does. So it it is very similar, but obviously early childhood has some uniqueness to
it, so we also honor that. But starting with | mean, data collection is huge, and ensuring that tier one
practices are solid across all of our classrooms, that's been a main goal for us, because we don't want
to slow that process down as we're moving through with data. We also have a really amazing special
services team, and they're all they all have their own role and part of MTSS. Our school psychologist
Jen Cassava, she leads our team. We have a leadership team. We frequently review data and then
implement strategies or push for referrals, depending on where we land with with the data.

Beth Santer 12:04
And MTSS is the whole child. So do you look at the focus areas as being behavioral, academic and
SEL?

Chelsea Simons 12:13
We do yep.

Beth Santer 12:15

So you mentioned uniqueness. And there's a question that | was thinking about when | thought about
MTSS at preschool level. What's maybe a little different about preschool than K 12 is that zero to five is
so developmentally based. So have you ever had a situation where your team was wondering, is this a
tier two intervention, or is this just typical development?

Chelsea Simons 12:46
All the time.

Beth Santer 12:46



Ok.

Chelsea Simons 12:47

This happens all the time. Yeah, because it is such a wide range of development, we we look at data,
but then giving children the gift of time is helpful. So we might say, Yes, we're seeing this. We're unsure
if, if it, what will, it will lead to, but it is still developmentally appropriate for a four year old, you know,
displaying this behavior in a classroom setting. So we, we make sure Tier one is is solid across the
board, and then, yeah, we might, we might wait some time before we introduce a new individualized
strategy for that child.

Beth Santer 13:20

Okay, so as we're ensuring decisions about least restrictive environment under IDEA, and making sure
that they're really about student need, and trying to balance that with also having interaction with gen-
ed peers, this can get a little sticky and a little tricky at preschool. So | want to hear your thoughts on
that. How do you ensure that that's happening, and what are your general thoughts about it?

Andrea Saxa 13:48

| think in general, with early childhood education, we all know what's developmentally appropriate for a
child, and we all know the kindergarten expectations and what's appropriate, and the expectations were
like, how do we get from one point to the next point, especially if a child isn't showing that they're ready
for those next steps? So | think that's the question we often ask ourselves, and within that, how do we
just help this child learn? We have this this child, they have a set of skills. How do we get them as close
to that point as we can? And this often does involve least restrictive environments. So being an SSI, |
am in the most restrictive environment in public education, but | make sure that my students have
access to general ed curriculum, general ed, peers, community events. It is extremely important that
even within their educational environment, they get access to everything that the rest of the community
does. And | think that's something that's very powerful for personal autonomy. And our students at the
end of the day will need to advocate for themselves, and that needs to start in early childhood. Parents
are huge but when you're 26 you need to be able to advocate for your own wants and needs. So that's
something that | like to start early on.

Dr. Kelly Anderson 15:12

| have a colleague here at RESA who says, if not in preschool, then when? Because the reality is
preschool in our county is play based. It is developmentally based. This is the time when children
should have access to their same age role models and same age peers, and so whether it is through
playing with your gen ed peers on the playground, or whether it is through inclusion in that classroom
and being part of their GSRP enroliment and part of their classroom, if not at three to five years old,
then when? We have this beautiful gift in preschool that it is all about the development of children, the
interests of children, we are not stuck under the you know, the kindergarten grade level expectations
where we have to get through so much of math and reading and writing, not that we don't teach early
literacy and early math skills, but this is the opportunity for our children to be able to play with peers,
learn from peers, having play partners who can speak to them in ways that they may not be
communicating verbally at this time, this is a beautiful opportunity, and so we really want to make sure
that we're using it to the maximum extent appropriate. As Andrea said, there are times when you have
to be able to meet other learning goals in more restrictive settings. But that doesn't mean that you
shouldn't have access to your LRE as well.

Beth Santer 16:31



So what I'm taking from that answer is that sometimes an IEP team may want to look at instead of
assigning a student to a special education program that they maybe look outside the box and provide
services, but keep the student in more of that Gen Ed, quote, unquote environment. Is that correct?

Dr. Kelly Anderson 16:52

Yes, exactly. There are many opportunities to provide services and to do some push in supports within
a general education setting, in preschool that truly may not be able to be offered when they're older, but
this is a time when we can do this, and so we should.

Lisa Dougherty 17:07

The goal is to really begin with where... what is the child's natural environment? Where are they
spending most of their time? Are they a student in GSRP? Are they a student who is in a community
preschool program? And how can we sort of embed support? Now we're we're working towards that
goal. We can provide, you know, services in all sorts of different environments in early childhood, and
that's really one of the beautiful things about it. At the same time, alongside this MTSS discussion, we
don't ever delay doing an evaluation for a child when we suspect that they might have a disability. We
want to make sure that we provide that information to parents, and we complete that evaluation and we
get the child the specialized instruction that they need, but we want to look at making sure that the
services that are offered are really specific to what the child's deficit area is, and then the rest of the
time they should be in their natural environment, which hopefully includes peers who they're playing
with and learning from and speaking to.

Beth Santer 18:33
Okay so that that brings up another question, what are the biggest misconceptions you see about
including preschoolers with IEPs in general education classrooms.

Dr. Kelly Anderson 18:45

I'm going to start here, because | get a lot of this across the county. The biggest misconception is that
IEP equals behavior. Many times when we have enrollment in GSRP, our teachers and our directors
are very worried or very upset because they've had this child enroll and they have an IEP, and they
assume that that will be the child that has the most behavior issues in their classrooms. And | will tell
you, as the behavior support consultant for tier three across, Wayne RESA it's never the child with an
IEP. All of the children that we have with major behavioral needs that | am supporting right now are not
children who we would consider to be children who have special needs or children who have IEPs.
Most of the children with IEPs actually have a plan of support, and they are doing much better in their
classrooms than what we call our surprise friends, the child we weren't prepared for who might be
coming to a classroom. But frequently, when we talk about inclusion with teachers, they worry about the
behavior, and it's just not proven to be true in the classrooms that I've seen.

Andrea Saxa 19:45

I will say, with SXI kiddos, one of the biggest fears is medical and equipment. You see a kiddo rolling
down the hallway in a stander, possibly with a trach, possibly with a tube feeding bag hanging and staff
are, oh my goodness, this child is fragile. | can't touch this child. I'm not sure how to interact with this
child. Does this child have seizures? So | think a big piece of that that | see with adults is fear, fear of
the unknown, fear of thinking an SXI child might be very fragile, which most of our children are not. But
on the flip side, when my students roll into rooms, their Gen Ed buddies, have none of those fears.
They have pure curiosity. Oh my gosh. Food just goes in a belly like that. That's so cool. | want one. |
want to learn about it. Wow. A hole in their neck helps them breathe. How cool. So kids are just curious.
They just want to learn. They want to know how this stuff works. They want to help. They don't they
don't care. They don't see the fragile they just see each other as children. They see each other as



friends, sending valentines, sending books. My pal likes this book. My pal likes this book, and it's, it's
nice to see that, and | think a lot of our adults need to learn from that. If our children aren't afraid of a
kid because their hands are flapping because they're in a walker, because they're jumping up and down
because they jump on a table, then why are we afraid? Why are staff afraid?

Beth Santer 21:19

So ... my next question is, | want to start with you, Chelsea, because a lot of the preschool populations
that you're the director of are that Gen Ed preschool, and then you also have GSRP classrooms. So
what does effective collaboration look like between that gen ed and special ed and that shared
responsibility, because you have students with IEPs in that Gen Ed environment or in GSRP?

Chelsea Simons 21:51

Yeah, | feel really fortunate with the relationship and collaboration we have within our district with Gen
Ed and then special services team. | think a lot of it, we rely heavily on the process piece. So | think the
process is very strong in terms of who we contact when we need someone, the collaboration, just
stopping someone in the hallway, like being able, in proximity wise, close to someone, to be able to to
have a conversation. But | think really it comes down we rely a lot on the process that we have in place,
and then it's also the programs that we have available for families. So | think about braided this comes
to mind when you ask this question and that collaboration piece. So our early childhood special
education teacher going into gen ed classrooms to provide individualized services for children, and then
that being a coaching opportunity as well for our Gen Ed preschool teachers to see like, Oh, that was a
strategy that worked, and this is how to incorporate it and implement it. That has been such a huge
benefit in our classrooms too. So we, at first, when we piloted braided, it was just certain classrooms,
and now | would, | mean, all of our teachers have experienced braided in some capacity, so it's been
such a great professional learning opportunity, too.

Beth Santer 23:09
So you mentioned the braided program, which it sounds like that's a special education provider that
pushes in,

Chelsea Simons 23:15
Yes, mhm.

Beth Santer 23:15

if you will, into that Gen Ed preschool environment. And it made me think about GSRP, because GSRP
is the vehicle, and maybe Kelly, you can make sure that my understanding is correct on this, that this is
the vehicle for Governor Whitmer's preschool for all so that's great, because it's becoming more
accessible and available to all families. And | guess what my wondering is, is there an opportunity for
special ed providers to provide that support in the GSRP classrooms, much like what Chelsea's
describing with the braided program?

Dr. Kelly Anderson 23:55

Yes. So as you said, Governor Whitmer has been using GSRP as the vehicle to get pre k for all. And
something we really like to say, especially in the special education department, is all, means all, and
that means our children who are included and have special needs and have needs for supports. And so
we have been working really hard to build those kinds of braided programs more broadly across the
county to have those push in supports. And, you know, everything goes back to the funding and the
process, and so you talk about really leaning into your processes. As a county, we're working on
building those processes so that more children can have access to their services and supports within
their GSRP classroom, so that it is just part of and embedded into the program, rather than as a pull out



or | need a mom's got to pick me up and drive me over to drop in speech. So our goal is to get to the
point where children receive their services, where they attend preschool, going back to that natural
environment to the maximum extent appropriate.

Beth Santer 25:00

So the next question focuses on making inclusion sustainable. What supports actually make inclusion
successful and sustainable? Because we can start with inclusion, but that's different than being
inclusive.

Andrea Saxa 25:17

| will say one of the biggest things | see our building in particular needing is time. We need time for
special ed professionals and general ed teachers to spend together. They need time to work together.
They need time to learn together, be in trainings together, ask the questions together, and just realize
they are a group together. It's not us against them. It's us for the student. It's us for our young learners.
And | think we have this opportunity. We have amazing ancillary staff, we have amazing speech path,
OT, PT, nursing, who wants to educate other teachers, but we have to be willing to receive that
information and then work together. It's not poking fingers at each other. Of who did something wrong,
who did something right? It's wow, this kid is successful now. And that's that's the biggest thing. We
need that time to make that happen.

Dr. Kelly Anderson 26:14

| was going to answer almost exactly the same way, but | was going to say it's about relationships, so
it's the time, but it's the time to build relationships, because when you have a high quality relationship
among those support staff and among those teachers, they are more comfortable being vulnerable with
each other. When you have that child say, Hey, can you come in my classroom and tell me what you
think? How could | better support this? This isn't going well. You know, when that school social worker
is somebody you really trust and you're willing to be vulnerable around you're more likely to ask the
good questions about how you can support that child more effectively in your classroom. So we need
time to build relationships,

Lisa Dougherty 26:52

And again, when our general ed preschool teachers are able to learn strategies that are effective for
our students who have IEPs, there those strategies they will find help all of their students be successful.
So it reminds me of the START-ism. START is the statewide autism resource and training project
through Grand Valley, and one of their guiding values is effective for all, essential for some. So if we
can have some shared opportunities for professional learning and collaboration, we can share all of the
great strategies that special educators use and all students will benefit.

Beth Santer 27:43

I, ironically, we just did a podcast with a team of professionals that support early on. But we know that
not all parents have their children go through early on. So for those parents where preschool is their
first school experience, and if they're having concerns about their child's development and maybe even
special education services, who do they go to?

Dr. Kelly Anderson 28:12

Because their closest, most trusting relationship is with their preschool teacher. At this time, | highly
recommend they start there having the conversation, saying, Hey, | have these concerns. Are you
noticing this in the classroom? Is there an issue? Are you concerned about development of my child?
And then, as they collaborate together, they may start talking about what the next steps will be, which
could include a referral for evaluation, for special education,



Lisa Dougherty 28:37

To make a referral for an evaluation parents can go to miearlychildhood.org It's mi early childhood.org
and they could submit a build up referral. Build up is the system of support for children three to five, and
then that referral goes directly to their resident school district, and the school district will contact them to
schedule an evaluation.

Andrea Saxa 29:05

And | will say to our parents, thank you for being your kiddo superhero. We really do appreciate you.
And if your kid is in a restrictive environment and you're not sure, why ask, always ask the questions,
why are they getting this service. Why are they in a more restrictive environment? Can they have
access to their peers? Can they have access to the general education curriculum? You are a huge
advocate for your kid. Always remember that.

Dr. Kelly Anderson 29:32

Also know that teachers and child care providers can do a build up referral. So if a parent feels like it's
too overwhelming to figure out the system, a child care provider can sit shoulder to shoulder, and they
can do that, build up referral together.

Beth Santer 29:44

So Andrea, you talked about parents being advocates for their children, and they are. They know their
children the best, right? How would parents become more informed so they can support and advocate
for least restrictive environment?

Andrea Saxa 30:00

I think one of the first steps is talking to your child's teacher and understanding what they have in their
IEP, understanding what services they get, and understanding what that looks like. And | think a great
way to go about doing that is to ask to help out in the classroom, ask to be a part of activities, ask to
see what's going on. Ask how your child communicates at school, what your child's needs are at
school, and then you have a better grasp of what your child goes through during the day, to better
support, advocating for what you think their needs would be.

Dr. Kelly Anderson 30:35

And if you find yourself going through the evaluation process or the build up process with a child who is
three to five years old through your local school district make sure you're asking the questions through
the IEP about the services that are provided, about the services that are available, about the needs of
your child, and how the school system will be supporting your child in their natural environment. And if
there's going to be an environment change, if they're going to leave their classroom to go to a different
classroom make sure that IEP team is discussing the potential harmful effects of that move.

Beth Santer 31:07

So as we're wrapping up our podcast, if each of you could remove one systems level barrier, limiting
Inclusive Early Childhood programming in your district or county, what would it be and what would it
take to solve it?

Dr. Kelly Anderson 31:24

| think for me, and | know that there are people who are currently working on solving this problem, it's
the issue of funding. You know, many, many practitioners want to do what's best for children, and at the
same time, they are responsible for budgets, and they are responsible for paying staff, and they are
responsible for making sure that school continues to run with the money we're given. And so | really



think the funding rules, you talk about GSRP as a grant, and then you have IDEA as a grant, and all of
these things have rules attached to them that don't always work together in collaboration for the best
use for children. And so some of those funding constrictions really change what we offer to children.

Andrea Saxa 32:05

| think piggybacking on funding what | see as staffing, quality staffing. And that's directly related to
funding. To run an inclusive early childhood setting takes a lot of people and a lot of support and a lot of
quality time to build ideas and build systems, build practices, build routines. And if you don't have that
quality staffing piece, then there's just underlying fear, fear that it will go wrong, fear that kids will get
hurt, fear that it will be worse than if we didn't try. And | think that is something | would love to see
removed.

Lisa Dougherty 32:44

The system needs to be built to be inclusive from the ground up, so that we're not facing systemic
barriers at every turn. | would advocate for intentional planning and including special educators in all
the conversations.

Chelsea Simons 33:07

yeah, just, | love that idea. | think that would be really beneficial. | think about in our own district, like |
said, | think we have a solid foundation, but there is so much room to grow, and | think that's a really
great place to start. | mean, just being involved in all conversations,

Beth Santer 33:20

Yeah, absolutely. So as we wrap up today's conversation, one thing is clear, supporting our three to
five year old learners and supporting them well requires intention, partnership and courage. Inclusion in
the early years doesn't happen by accident, and you guys did a great job of reminding us that inclusion
is not a placement, it's a mindset and a systems commitment. | and the RESA community want to thank
Dr Anderson, Lisa, Andrea and Chelsea, for sharing all of their insight and for being with us today.
Thanks to all of our listeners, we hope that you join us again for the Wayne RESA roundtable podcast.
Thanks for being here.

Andrea Saxa 33:59
Thank you so much for having us.

Chelsea Simons 34:01
Thank you.

Lisa Dougherty 34:01
Tha nks for having us.
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