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Toddler Group Therapy
What are toddler groups?[image: image1.png]
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There has been some discussion regarding the removal of toddler groups from the early intervention program. Most states have removed this program based on the research done by Dr. Robin McWilliams, who believes early intervention should take place in the home in the Childs natural environment.
In Utah, “Group” sessions consist of 4 activities in one hour period.  Groups meet at the Early Childhood Intervention center and the classes are instructed by therapists.  A parent accompanies each child. Most groups meet once a week, some groups will meet twice a week.   Group sizes are kept small to offer the best support and environment to the children.

 We begin with play time; the children can play with whatever they want and the parent tries to narrate what the child is doing to promote speech.   Usually the kids bounce from one toy to another. This play time usually lasts the first half hour.  

 After play time, we move to circle time to work on structured play.  Children play with similar toys, sing songs, read books and do more physical (ie ring around the rosies) as a group.  During this time, the children all face the teacher who leads the structured play, and the parent sits behind the child to assist them if needed.  Parents are encouraged to sing along and play when appropriate. This will last about 10-15 minutes.

As a group, we move on to the craft table.  Each week, there is a new creative craft for the child.  Each craft is designed to enhance the child’s sensory.  One week it might be a tape craft where the child would decorate a paper with colored tape.  Another week, it would be a stamp project.  We have experienced other projects like finger painting, glue and sprinkles, foot prints, chalk, and the list goes on.  Through out this time, the child sits at the table and the parent sits behind them to assist if needed.  This time is about 10 minutes.  

After washing our hands, we return to the table for snack.  Snack is also designed for sensory.  The children try things like Jello, pudding, apple sauce, pretzels, cereal, fruits and vegetables, crackers and cheese and the occasional ice cream cone.  Speech is a big part of snack time.  In order to get the snack each child needs to make some kind of effort to ask, whether it is saying “me”, signing or saying “please” or making an effort to call the snack by name.  This finishes our time at group.
“Group” is meant to create many opportunities for peer interaction to occur in dyads and through small group activities such as games and snack times.  This allows children to develop and practice peer interaction skills with adequate individual support, so that their interactions are successful, satisfying, and something they will want to try again.  Small group activities also allow individualized social and learning goals that are sometimes difficult to target in the home, such as learning to stay with a group, listen to a group leader, participate with a group of children, and communicate with peers.  All of these skills are essential to prepare children for success in school and the community.

Is “Group” age appropriate?
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I would like to Introduce Dr. Robin McWilliams,  Endowed Siskin Chair of Research in Early Education, Development, and Intervention;  Director, Siskin Center for Child and Family Research;  and  Research Professor of Special Education, Univ. of Tennessee at Chattanooga.  Dr McWilliams is also an Adjunct Professor of Special Education, Vanderbilt University.  He is obviously well qualified for commenting on toddler group therapies.
In his personal blog, he dedicated a full post to these programs.  In this post, he stated, “I do not believe child-directed groups (toddler groups) are theoretically sound, effective or a good use of resources.”  

It is Dr. McWilliams perspective that Early intervention programs are trying to take an easy road by “serving” several families at once.  He states, “Toddlers don’t need to interact with peers; as you know, developmentally, the best we can expect in a 2-year-old is parallel play and attention engagement with peers, with occasional bursts of associative play.  Especially when the child might have development delays…”  He goes on to say, “Parents might want to see how their child acts around other children, but we should be very careful not to insinuate that peer interaction before the age of three are necessary.”
Princeton Speech-Language and learning center would disagree, they have stated, “One of our most popular programs, Toddler Talk, brings together small groups of children ages 18 months to three years and their parents/caregivers for fun-filled, creative activities that help accelerate their social and communication skills.”
I, myself, have attended a group therapy with my son for the last year.  I do agree with Dr. McWilliams, we can not expect a 2-year-old to play with a peer at their age.  However, I do not believe that is the goal.  It has been my experience that Group provides an environment where my son has the opportunity to have social moments.  These moments are not forced upon him but they are not available in our home.   It is also training me on activities we might try at home, sensory issue I would not have discovered until later in his life, and the best part was he could observe other children.  

In a casual discussion regarding attempts to drop “Group”, Rachel Gibson, Mother of 3 children with Fragile X and past Early intervention therapist said, “My daughter never would have tried pudding; I can’t get her to try new things.  She is only eating it because she saw her friends eating it.”  This may seem like a small victory, but for parents of special needs children, this is a big deal.

In the same discussion, Brook, the mother of 2 year old Andriell, told a story of how all of her neighbors started a preschool and didn’t invite her because her daughter has development delays.  She talked about how hurt and excluded she felt.  She mentioned how grateful she was to have the group program where she could be with other parents who are going through the same or similar difficulties with their own children (Brush).

What about Time?
Dr. McWilliams touches on the idea that Group therapy does not last long enough to truly effect children.  He says, “The amount of time is another issue. We know that experiences in small amounts of time are less valuable for little kids than they are for adults, who can benefit from short (e.g., 1 hour) weekly sessions. In some states, groups have been discouraged or even disallowed.  Still others have a hybrid, where toddlers get together a number of times a week (e.g., two to four) for short periods (e.g., 2 or 3 hours). Even at 4 days x 3 hours, this is 12 hours. No one knows whether this is long enough to have a meaningful effect, but we do know that it’s an inconvenience or even hardship for families to take their children on this kind of schedule. It makes it very difficult for working families, for example.”
The “Group” timeframe for Utah is one hour once or twice a week.  I think we need to look at why we have this program; Performance Utah site states, “The goal of early intervention services is to minimize the disability in the life of the child and enhance the family's capacity to meet their child's special needs.”  
I truly wish we could meet daily for this service.  I do not believe the timeframe should extend past an hour.  After the first half hour of play time, transitioning can be hard for the children.  My son loved the beginning and had a hard time leaving behind all the toys.  I think it would only get harder the more time he was allowed to play.  As I am sure you can imagine, a 2-year-old does not have a long attention span so the circle time of 10-15 minutes is adequate for their attention span.  Most of the craft project require the child to step out of there sensory comfort zone.  My son never wanted to touch anything sticky; he was always the first to be done with his craft.  All of the children were done within 5-10 minutes.  Some days snack could have lasted for another hour; it all depended on what was being served.  I can agree that “Group” is not offered frequently enough in Utah, but I do believe each session was the perfect length of time for a 2-year-old.


The State of Utah has offered a list of statistics for children being served by Early Intervention in this state.  As you can see, there are plenty of children in need of this service and the numbers have been rising for the last 4 years of the provided data.  I do believe there is a demand for this program in the state of Utah.  I learned hands on how effective this program can be.  When my son first started Early Intervention, the only time he would ever look at me was if we were rolling a ball up and down the stairs to each other.  Now, my son will look at me for reactions, to express his wants and to show some emotions.  I know removing this program from Early Intervention would be a disservice to Children, parents and the community as a whole.  
What can we do?
I am reminded of a children’s book written by DR. Seuss, titled, The Lorax.  In this story, all of the trees are being cut down for industrial benefits.  The Lorax comes to their aid.  It is repeated over and over, “I am the Lorax.  I speak for the trees.  I speak for the trees, for the trees have no tongue” (23)
Just as the Lorax who spoke for the Trees, We, as parents and as a community, need to speak for these children.  The best way we can do this is by writing a letter to your appointed legislator.  If you do not know who your legislator is, or if you need to find their address, please visit le.utah.gov for a complete list by location.  We need to move to action because, as Dr Seuss wrote, “Now that you’re here, the world of the Lorax seems perfectly clear.  UNLESS some one like you cares a whole awful lot, nothing is going to get better. It’s not.”(58)
As our legislators are gathering to review programs and cut back in spending, we have the opportunity to remind them of how needed this program is.  Please write to your legislators, let them know how much Utah loves this program.  Let them know we want it available for our children.  A short message requesting to keep this program can protect us from losing it.  If you do not know who your legislator is, they can be found online at http://le.utah.gov/documents/find.htm.
Reaching our Goal
Let’s remind our legislators, it is Utah’s goal for Early Intervention “to minimize the disability in the life of the child and enhance the family's capacity to meet their child's special needs” and we need this program to reach that goal.
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Local Legislators:





Merlynn T Newbold 10454 S 1440 W


 SOUTH JORDAN UT 84095





Derek Brown P O BOX 711167


SALT LAKE CITY UT 84171





Janice M Fisher 6411 W 3785 S


 WEST VALLEY CITY UT 84128





Gregory H Hughes


 472 MIDLAKE DR


 DRAPER UT 84020





Brian King 1855 MICHIGAN AVENUE


SALT LAKE CITY UT 84108
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