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PANEL FOUR: Early Intervention Expands (1990-2009) 
EDUCATOR DISCUSSION GUIDE 

For K-12 Teachers 

 

Overview: This panel explores how scientific research on brain development, technological 

innovation, and expanded services transformed early intervention during 1990-2009. 

Students will learn about the Americans with Disabilities Act, the importance of early 

childhood, and how research shapes policy. 

 
 

ELEMENTARY SCHOOL (Grades K-5) 

Key Concepts for Young Learners: 

• Scientists discovered that babies' brains grow very fast in the first three years 

• A new law (ADA) said people with disabilities belong everywhere in the community 

• Technology like special computers and devices help people participate 

• Early help for babies and toddlers makes a big difference 

 

Discussion Questions: 

1. The panel says scientists learned that babies' brains grow really fast. Why do you 

think helping babies and toddlers early is important? 

2. The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) said places like restaurants, stores, and 

playgrounds must be accessible. What does "accessible" mean? Can you see examples 

of accessibility in our school? 

3. The panel mentions special technology like communication devices for children who 

can't speak. How does technology help people participate? 

4. What does it mean when the panel says services became "family-centered"? Why 

would helping the whole family be important? 

 

Activity: "Accessible Design Challenge" 

• Show students pictures of playgrounds, classrooms, or buildings 

• Ask: "How could we make this accessible for everyone?" 

• Have students design an inclusive playground or classroom that works for children 

with different abilities 

• Share designs and discuss how inclusive design helps everyone 

 

Simple Science Concept: 

"Scientists learned that babies' brains make connections really fast—up to 1,000 new 

connections every second! Playing, talking, and learning help the brain grow strong. That's 

why helping babies and toddlers with disabilities early makes such a big difference." 

 

Book Connections: 

• "Thank You, Mr. Falker" by Patricia Polacco (about learning differences) 
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• "Susan Laughs" by Jeanne Willis (about a child who uses a wheelchair) 

• "My Friend Isabelle" by Eliza Woloson (about inclusion and friendship) 

 
 

MIDDLE SCHOOL (Grades 6-8) 

Key Concepts: 

• Neuroscience research proved early childhood is a critical period for brain 

development 

• The ADA expanded civil rights protections beyond education to all aspects of 

community life 

• Assistive technology dramatically expanded access and participation 

• Evidence-based practice means services are proven to work through research 

• Family-centered services recognize parents as partners and experts 

 

Discussion Questions: 

1. The panel describes brain research from the 1990s showing that "700-1000 neural 

connections form every second during the first three years." What are the policy 

implications of this science? If early years are so critical, what should society do? 

2. Why was the Americans with Disabilities Act (1990) necessary even though IDEA 

already guaranteed education? What aspects of life does ADA address that IDEA 

doesn't? 

3. The panel says the ADA changed both the "physical landscape" (curb cuts, ramps) 

and "cultural expectations." What does it mean to change cultural expectations? Can 

laws change attitudes? 

4. Compare the 1997 and 2004 IDEA reauthorizations. How do these revisions reflect 

evolving understanding of what children with disabilities need? 

5. The panel describes a shift from "clinic-based therapy" to "services in natural 

environments" (homes, childcare). Why might this be more effective? 

 

Activity: "Before and After ADA" 

Create a comparison poster or presentation: 

 

Before ADA (pre-1990): 

• Public places could refuse service to people with disabilities 

• Employers could discriminate freely 

• Inaccessible buildings and transportation 

• Limited technology options 

After ADA (1990-present): 

• Discrimination is illegal 

• Accessibility requirements 

• Employment protections 

• Technology innovations 

Include images, examples, and data if available. 
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Research Project: 

Have students investigate one of these topics: 

• The Americans with Disabilities Act: passage, provisions, and impact 

• Brain development in early childhood (0-3 years) 

• Assistive technology innovations during 1990-2009 

• The inclusion movement in education 

• Missouri First Steps: how it works and who it serves 

 

Writing Prompt: 

"Imagine you're a scientist in 1995 who just discovered that early intervention changes 

brain development. Write a letter to Congress explaining why federal funding for early 

intervention programs should increase. What evidence would you use? How would you 

make the case?" 

 

STEM Connection: 

Research the neuroscience of early childhood: 

• What is "neural plasticity"? 

• How do early experiences shape brain architecture? 

• What happens if children don't receive appropriate stimulation? 

• Create diagrams or models showing brain development 

 

Connection to Today: 

• Research current brain development science—what have we learned since 2009? 

• Investigate assistive technology—what devices exist now that didn't in the 1990s? 

• Explore: How accessible is your school? Community? What could improve? 

 
HIGH SCHOOL (Grades 9-12) 

Key Concepts: 

• Neuroscience research provided empirical evidence for early intervention 

effectiveness 

• The ADA represents comprehensive civil rights legislation affecting all aspects of 

society 

• Evidence-based practice requires research demonstrating effectiveness 

• Technology as disability rights tool—assistive tech removes barriers 

• Cost-benefit analyses showed early intervention prevents later expenses 

• Family systems theory informed family-centered practice 

 

Discussion Questions: 

1. Neuroscience and Policy: The panel describes brain development research that 

proved "early intervention can change trajectories." Analyze how scientific research 

influences policy. What kind of evidence do policymakers need? How does research 

translate into funding decisions? 

2. ADA as Civil Rights Law: The ADA is often called the most comprehensive civil 

rights legislation since the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Analyze the ADA's legal  
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framework. How does it define disability? What counts as discrimination? What are 

the limitations of the law? 

3. Evidence-Based Practice: The panel emphasizes that services became "evidence-

based" during this period. What does that mean? What counts as evidence? How do 

we balance research findings with individual needs and family preferences? 

4. Cost-Benefit Analysis: Research showed that "every dollar invested in early 

intervention saved multiple dollars in later costs." Evaluate this economic argument. 

Is this the right way to justify disability services? What are the ethical implications of 

cost-benefit thinking? 

5. Technology and Access: The panel describes how assistive technology "removes 

barriers." Research the social model of disability. How does technology fit into that 

framework? What's the difference between "fixing" people and removing barriers? 

6. Family-Centered Care: The shift to family-centered practice reflected research 

showing "families are the constant in children's lives." Analyze this framework. What 

does it assume about families? What challenges might arise? How is this different from 

medical models of intervention? 

 

Research Project Options: 

Option 1: ADA Implementation Study 

Research the Americans with Disabilities Act's implementation and impact: 

• How did businesses and governments respond to ADA requirements? 

• What court cases have shaped ADA interpretation? 

• Has the ADA achieved its goals? What remains to be done? 

• Interview someone with a disability about how ADA has (or hasn't) affected their life 

Create a multimedia presentation or policy brief. 

 

Option 2: Neuroscience and Early Intervention 

Deep dive into brain development research: 

• What specific studies in the 1990s-2000s shaped early intervention policy? 

• How do researchers study infant brain development? 

• What is the evidence for "critical periods" in development? 

• How has this research influenced practice? 

Write a scientific review paper with citations and data visualization. 

 

Option 3: Assistive Technology Evolution 

Research assistive technology development: 

• What devices existed in 1990 vs. 2009? 

• How has technology changed access to communication, education, employment? 

• What are current frontiers in assistive technology? 

• What barriers prevent access to technology? 

Create an interactive timeline or demonstration. 
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Option 4: IDEA Reauthorizations Analysis 

Compare the 1997 and 2004 IDEA reauthorizations: 

• What changed in each version? 

• What debates occurred during reauthorization? 

• How did implementation differ after each change? 

• Interview special education teachers or administrators who worked through these 

changes 

Write a legislative analysis paper. 

 

Philosophical Discussion: 

1. Medicalization vs. Social Model: The panel discusses both medical interventions 

(therapy) and social changes (accessibility, inclusion). How do we balance these 

approaches? When does focusing on changing individuals become problematic? 

2. Economic Arguments for Rights: Is it appropriate to justify disability services 

through cost-benefit analysis? What if early intervention didn't "save money"—
would it still be worth doing? 

3. Technology and Human Dignity: Assistive technology can be empowering, but 

some disability advocates worry about emphasis on technological "fixes." Where's 

the line between helpful tools and pressure to "overcome" disability? 

 

Connection to Current Issues: 

• Research current neuroscience—what have we learned about early childhood since 

2009? 

• Investigate ADA compliance—how well is the law enforced? 

• Explore universal design—how does this framework differ from individual 

accommodations? 

• Analyze COVID-19's impact on early intervention—what happened when in-home 

services stopped? 

 

Writing Assignments: 

1. Research Paper: "Analyze how neuroscience research influenced early 

intervention policy during 1990-2009. What specific studies were most influential? 

How did research findings translate into practice changes?" 

2. Policy Brief: "Should Congress increase funding for early intervention programs? 

Use evidence from brain development research, cost-benefit analyses, and outcome 

studies to make your case." 

3. Comparative Analysis: "Compare the Americans with Disabilities Act (1990) to 

IDEA (1975, reauthorized multiple times). How do these laws complement each 

other? What gaps remain?" 

4. Historical Analysis: "Trace the evolution from parent-run programs (1960s) to 

evidence-based service systems (2000s). What drove this transformation?" 
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INTERACTIVE QUIZ 

10 Questions for Google Forms or similar 

 

Question 1: When was the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) signed into law? 

A) 1975 

B) 1986 

C) 1990 

D) 2004 

Correct Answer: C 

Explanation: The ADA was signed on July 26, 1990 by President George H.W. Bush, 

providing comprehensive civil rights protections for people with disabilities. 

 
Question 2: What does the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) cover that IDEA 

doesn't? 

A) Education only 

B) Employment, public places, transportation, and telecommunications 

C) Healthcare only 

D) Only government buildings 

Correct Answer: B 

Explanation: While IDEA covers education, the ADA addresses employment, public 

accommodations, transportation, telecommunications, and government services—
essentially all aspects of community life beyond school. 

 
Question 3: What did brain research in the 1990s reveal about early childhood? 

A) Early intervention doesn't make a difference 

B) Brain development happens only after age 5 

C) 700-1000 neural connections form every second during the first three years 

D) All children develop at exactly the same rate 

Correct Answer: C 

Explanation: Research using brain imaging technology showed that 700-1000 new neural 

connections form every second during the first three years, proving that early experiences 

shape brain architecture. 

 
Question 4: What does "family-centered practice" mean in early intervention? 

A) Services focus only on families, not children 

B) Services support the whole family, often in natural environments, with parents as 

partners 

C) Families pay for all services 

D) Services are provided only in clinics 

Correct Answer: B 

Explanation: Family-centered practice recognizes that families are the constant in 

children's lives and that intervention is most effective when it supports the whole family, is 

provided in natural environments, and treats parents as partners and experts. 
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Question 5: What did research show about the cost-effectiveness of early 

intervention? 

A) Early intervention is too expensive 

B) Early intervention doesn't save money 

C) Every dollar invested in early intervention saved multiple dollars in later costs 

D) Only wealthy families can afford early intervention 

Correct Answer: C 

Explanation: Studies demonstrated that early intervention prevents or reduces later 

challenges, meaning every dollar invested saves multiple dollars in later special education, 

healthcare, and social service costs. 

 
Question 6: What is assistive technology? 

A) Only computers 

B) Devices and equipment that help people with disabilities function more independently 

C) Medical treatments 

D) Technology only for adults 

Correct Answer: B 

Explanation: Assistive technology includes any device or equipment that helps people 

with disabilities participate and function more independently—from communication 

devices to mobility equipment to adapted computers. 

 
Question 7: What does "natural environment" mean in early intervention? 

A) Services provided outdoors only 

B) Services provided in homes, childcare settings, and community places where children 

actually live and learn 

C) Services without any technology 

D) Services only in hospitals 

Correct Answer: B 

Explanation: Natural environment services are provided in the places where children and 

families spend their time—homes, childcare centers, playgrounds—rather than only in 

clinic settings, because intervention is most effective when embedded in daily routines. 

 
Question 8: How did IDEA change during the 1997 reauthorization? 

A) It was eliminated 

B) It strengthened requirements for including children with disabilities in general education 

C) It only applied to adults 

D) It removed parent rights 

Correct Answer: B 

Explanation: The 1997 IDEA reauthorization strengthened requirements for educating 

children with disabilities alongside their non-disabled peers and added focus on 

educational outcomes and accountability. 
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Question 9: What did the inclusion movement during this period emphasize? 

A) Separate schools are always better 

B) Children with disabilities should learn at home 

C) Children with disabilities benefit from being educated alongside typically developing 

peers 

D) Inclusion is only for mild disabilities 

Correct Answer: C 

Explanation: Research consistently showed that children with disabilities made better 

progress when included with non-disabled peers, and that inclusion benefited all children 

when done well with appropriate supports. 

 
Question 10: By 2009, what had early intervention become? 

A) Mostly charity-based and volunteer-run 

B) Available only in cities 

C) An evidence-based, comprehensive system with research proving effectiveness 

D) Only for wealthy families 

Correct Answer: C 

Explanation: By 2009, early intervention had transformed from the grassroots programs 

of the 1960s into evidence-based service systems backed by neuroscience research, federal 

funding, and proven effectiveness. 

 
BONUS REFLECTION QUESTION (Open-ended): 

"The panel says that brain research 'proved why early intervention works.' Why do you 

think scientific evidence was important for convincing policymakers to invest in early 

childhood services? Would the moral argument alone have been enough?" 

 


