
How Early Messaging Shapes 
Family Expectations About 
Early Intervention
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Service Coordinators and Ed Team Members 
Play an Important Role in Messaging
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Early messages shape 
family:

• Understanding of early 
intervention

• Expectations for visits

• Participation and 
engagement
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Family Practices:
• Family-centered practices
• Family capacity-building practices
• Family and professional 

collaboration
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Reflection
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Families often think 
early intervention is:

• Therapy for my child

• Someone who will fix the 
problem

• A specialist who will work 
directly with my child

• Someone to give me a break
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Where do these ideas come from?
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First Steps mission
To partner with families to provide early intervention 
services for infants and toddlers with developmental 
delays or diagnosed conditions. 

Goal: To help families ensure their children receive 
services to maximize their development, learning and 
future success. 
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If we don’t define it…families will.
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Therapy Model vs Educational Model

Therapy Model:

1. Provider works with 
child 

2. Child-focused session 

3. Practice happens 
during visit

First Steps Model

1. Provider works with 
caregiver

2. Strategies in routines

3. Practice happens 
between visits

4. Family confidence is 
central
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What Happens If We Don’t Explain?

When expectations aren’t clear: 

• Caregivers step back

• Visits become provider-led

• Caregivers rely on what they’ve heard or experienced previously
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How might you explain early intervention to 
a family?

There is a difference between “Therapist will work with 
your child” and “Provider will work with you…”

Consider these phrases:

“We work differently than clinic therapy…”
“Providers work with YOU…”                                                                               
“You’ll be practicing…”
“We’ll work together…”

What would you adjust while keeping the message clear?
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More examples

“Your providers will help you learn strategies to use throughout the 
week, so progress continues between visits.”

“Your provider will ask questions and observe, and they’ll also ask 
you to try some things during the visits. That will help you feel 
confident about using them when the provider isn’t around.”

“They may show you how to do something and then have you 
practice. That way, they can give you suggestions.”



EARLY CHILDHOOD CENTER

1. Get into groups of 3

2. Each person will be the Service Coordinator or ED team member, family 
member, and observer. Take 5-6 minutes in each role.

3. Choose a scenario (see handout)

4. SC or ED team member responds to family member

5. Switch roles

6. Debrief.
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What will you 
try?
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Wrap Up and What’s Next

• Survey link: https://go.iu.edu/3sPafu

• More info on talking with families: 
https://www.iidc.indiana.edu/ecc/resources/fgrbi/index.html 

https://go.iu.edu/3sPafu
https://www.iidc.indiana.edu/ecc/resources/fgrbi/index.html
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