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Background
The term “natural environments” first appeared in 1989 in the regulations for the Education of the Handicapped Act Amendments of 1986 and then appeared in the 1991 amendments to the public law titled Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, Part C).  For almost two decades professionals and parents participating in Part C programs have attempted to understand and implement the regulation of natural environments.  Best practices in early childhood education support the notion that young children learn best from “naturalistic learning opportunities” (Dunst, Hamby, Trivette, Raab, and Bruder, 2000).  Naturalistic learning opportunities for young children occur in the context of real life experiences, especially in everyday routines and activities.  Over the years, however, the strong push for serving children in their natural environments has resulted in confusion of the terms “natural environments” and “naturalistic learning opportunities” (Bricker, 2001).  The purpose of this evidence-based practice flyer is to explore the research literature to clarify these terms and to determine the empirical evidence supporting the public policy related to serving young children with disabilities and their families in their “natural environments.”  

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 Reauthorization (IDEA, Part C) defines early intervention services:

“To the maximum extent appropriate [services] are provided in natural environments, including the home, and community settings in which children without disabilities participate [Sec. 632(4)(G)]. Website:  http://www.nectac.org/idea.asp. 
According to IDEA, the early intervention team, including the service coordinator, the service providers, and the parents, decide what services are most appropriate for the child and where those services should take place.   Also according to the federal law, if the child and family are not best served in a natural environment, then a justification is written in the Individualized Family Service Plan (IFSP) explaining why the child is not being served in his or her natural environment.    


According to Bricker (2001), “the term natural environment is a code word for inclusion.” (p. 13).  Providing intervention services in integrated settings and embedding interventions into the everyday routines and activities of the child and family has become best practice in the field of early intervention.  Hanft and Pilkington (2002) suggest the intent of the natural environment requirement in IDEA, Part C is to design early intervention services so that families do not have to take a separate path through life simply because their child has a developmental difference.    
The implementation of Part C regarding natural environments has evolved over the past 20 years and varies substantially from state to state.  Some states have interpreted strictly the natural environments regulation of Part C, resulting in closures of all center-based programs and moving early intervention services to home-based programs.  Other states have been reluctant to adopt a strict interpretation of natural environments, but have encouraged early intervention programs and providers to focus on providing “naturalistic learning opportunities” for young children with disabilities and their families across settings including the home, community locations, and center-based early intervention programs.      

What is the Research Evidence on Natural Environments?
Do serving infants and toddlers with disabilities in their natural environments (e.g., home and community settings in which children without disabilities participate) result in better developmental outcomes than serving these children in center-based programs where naturalistic learning opportunities are embedded into their early intervention activities?

To answer this question, over 150 abstracts from the literature were reviewed using the search words “natural environments and early intervention.”  From those abstracts, 17 articles were selected for full review based on the following criteria: (1) the article provided empirical evidence on “natural environments” or “naturalistic learning opportunities”; or (2) the article provided a theoretical framework for one or both of these terms.  The following evidence-based practice paper is based on the review of these articles.   

What We Know Based on Empirical Studies 
· Young children learn best through naturalistic learning opportunities (Roper and Dunst, 2003; Dunst et al., 2000)

· Authentic activities that are meaningful and developmentally appropriate for the child are at least if not more important in obtaining positive child outcomes than the actual setting in which the activities occur  (Bricker, 2001; Roper and Dunst, 2003)
· Young children need to practice their new skills in different environments in order to generalize and strengthen their new found skills (Wolery, 2000).
· Infants and toddlers, including those with disabilities, tend to have better developmental outcomes when there is a healthy, mutually satisfying parent-child relationship (Mahoney, Boyce, Fewell, Spiker, and Wheeden, 1998; Kelly and Barnard, 2000; Hauser-Cram et al., 2001).
· Children with developmental challenges may have education and therapy needs that require a variety of intervention settings in order to achieve optimal outcomes (Bricker, 2001).
· Parents and service providers reported concerns such as safety, lack of confidentiality, frequent disruptions, no access to supplies or special equipment, and increased cost associated with serving children in natural environments (Racicot and Shelley-Sireci, 1998; Racicot and Shelley, 2000).  Campbell and Halbert (2002) surveyed 270 early intervention personnel who provided services in home environments for more than 3 years.  This study found that almost all discipline groups supported a return to center-based services for the children and families they served.    
· Maring (2006) compared the developmental gains of children who received center-based early intervention and children who received home-based early intervention.  Results showed that children who attended center-based programs scored significantly better in gross motor, fine motor, and language development and children who attended home-based programs scored significantly better in self-help and social development.  Maring concluded site decisions (i.e., where a child receives early intervention services) should be based on the parents’ and service providers’ assessment of each child’s relative strengths and needs.      
Summary: Research evidence suggests that naturalistic learning opportunities, authentic and developmentally-appropriate activities, and healthy parent-child relationships contribute to better developmental outcomes for infants and toddlers with disabilities.  Young children with disabilities and their families may require services in across settings (e.g., home, community, center-based programs, etc.) depending on their complex and changing needs.  Although the research evidence supports naturalistic learning opportunities for teaching infants and toddlers with disabilities, most of the early intervention literature on the implementation of natural environments (i.e., provision of early intervention services in settings in which infants and toddlers without disabilities participate) is theoretical and is not empirically based.  To date there are no randomized, controlled studies that document serving young children in their natural environments yields better outcomes than center-based early intervention services.   
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