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Strengths-Based Child Portfolios:

A Professional Development Activity to Alter Perspectives
of Children with Special Needs

inclusion of young children with disabilities in community-based settings. Pro-
fessional development activities are frequently suggested as a strategy for influ-
encing caregivers’ attitudes and perspectives, but few studies have identified successful
Philippa H. Campbell, ways to positively affect perspectives about child.ren with disabiliti'es. A total of 48 child
Suzanne A. Milbourne portfolio projects were completed by 65 urban, infant-toddler childcare staff members
y : who participated in a professional development program designed to increase the qual-

and ity of infant and toddler childcare, including care for children with special needs,
Christine Silverman developmental delays, or identified disabilities. Training program participants wrote
Thomas Jefferson University a one-page story about a child they selected to participate with them in an out-of-class
portfolio project. A second story was written following completion of the project. These
pre- and postproject stories were rated to determine the extent to which strengths-based
statements for each of eight identified themes were included. Results indicated a sig-
nificantly higher number of strengths-based themes in the stories written after com-
pletion of the portfolio project, indicating that participants were more likely to view

Q ttitudes and perspectives have been identified as potential barriers to successful

Historically, people with disabilities have been repre-
sented in terms of their needs, deficiencies, or inabilities
(Gottlieb, 1978). Public policy, designed within the con-
text of this deficit-based perspective, supports an infra-
structure of service and educational systems to address
these individual needs through a variety of trained pro-
fessionals who provide individually tailored programs
through specialized early intervention and educational
services (Peck, 1991). Even today, young children with
disabilities or delays are characterized in terms of their
individualized needs—needs identified by evaluation and
assessment practices designed to detect and remediate
developmental and other types of delays. Despite current
emphases on representing individuals with disabilities as
individuals first, through strategies such as use of “per-
son-first” language or the legislative restructuring evi-
denced in the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
of 1997, children with special needs often are viewed in
terms of their differences by the adults who provide their
caregiving, education, and specialized services.

The attitudes, beliefs, and values that individuals
hold about a particular issue or situation derive from the

children in terms of their strengths following completion of the portfolio projects.

individual’s knowledge, culture, and experience. In a re-
view of the literature about the effects of attitude on in-
clusion with young children, Stoneman (1993) suggested
that attitudes are often learned and formed on the basis
of minimal evidence. Beliefs about including young chil-
dren with disabilities in community-based childcare and
preschool settings have been found to be relatively consis-
tent in the few studies that have investigated attitudes held
by teachers or child care givers (Buell, Gamel-McCormick,
& Hallam, 1999; Buysse, Wesley, Keyes, & Bailey, 1996;
Dinnebeil, Mclnerney, & Juchartz-Pendry, 1998; Eiser-
man, Shisler, & Healey, 1995; Marchant, 1995). In gen-
eral, teachers and child care givers believe that young
children with and without disabilities may be successfully
educated and cared for together in the same classroom
settings.

Some evidence shows that prior experience in work-
ing with children with disabilities affects the attitudes of
caregivers and that those with experience are more likely
to hold positive attitudes about children with disabilities
(Dinnebeil et al., 1998). However, the ways in which these
beliefs are translated into practice vary from individual
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0w individual and seem related to the personal meaning
iven to a belief by an individual caregiver or teacher. A
qualitative study with teachers in 23 inclusive classrooms
examined teachers’ beliefs about inclusion and observed
he ways in which these beliefs were translated into prac-
ice. Teachers held similar beliefs about the benefits of
ducating children with and without disabilities together,
but they gave different meanings to and translated these
beliefs into different actions across programs and class-
ooms. Furthermore, as 2 whole these actions contra-
- dicted or did not use known practices that best support
~ children with disabilities in inclusive settings (Lieber et
al., 1998). The ways in which other early childhood pro-
fessionals, such as early intervention specialists, translate
other constructs (e.g., family-centered care) into practice
have been discussed recently with similar findings. Early
intervention professionals seemingly value these princi-
ples but give them individual meanings that influence
their translation into actions with families and young
children (Bruder, 2000).

The limited number of studies that have explored
professionals’ attitudes and beliefs about inclusion have
focused on understanding how professionals view and
translate “best practice” constructs into interactions with
young children and their families. Insufficient exploration
has been applied to the ways in which teachers and care-
givers view individual children, particularly those children
whose behavior or abilities differ from an expected norm.
Qualitative data from the Lieber et al., (1998) study sug-
gested that teachers may base their actions on personal
beliefs about disability. For example, in one program
teachers presented information to all children without
making instructional adaptations for the children with
disabilities, believing that children “took in” whatever
they were able. Some teachers minimized differences by
ignoring children’s behavior or inabilities on the basis of
a child being “who he [or she] is,” whereas other teach-
ers emphasized individual differences by explicitly teach-
ing the nondisabled children about the individual
disabilities and needs of children in the classroom.

The perspective of viewing individuals with disabil-
ities in terms of their strengths rather than in terms of
their deficits or specialized needs has been suggested as a
central tenet to any definition of inclusion (O’Brien, Forest,
Snow, & Hasbury, 1989). In this view, individuals can-
not be fully included in any activity or setting without
recognition of their unique gifts, talents, and contributions.
Dunst and colleagues have advocated use of strengths-
based models in their intervention paradigm that focus
on helping individuals use their gifts and talents to
strengthen functioning (Dunst, 2000; Dunst, Trivette, &
Deal, 1994). Viewing a child with a disability in terms of
strengths and talents is a philosophical value, but when
it is successfully translated into practice as part of a

o

broader view of intervention, it produces positive results
for children and families (Dunst, 2000).

The impact of practitioners’ attitudes and beliefs
about their relationships with children and families should
not be underestimated. These beliefs affect recommenda-
tions and decisions made by practitioners about children’s
placements, service models, and service delivery. Beliefs
also influence practitioners’ relationships with children and
their views of children’s development, performance, and
success. Training has been suggested as a primary strat-
egy for promoting inclusive opportunities for young chil-
dren with disabilities (Bricker, 2000; Dinnebeil et al., 1998;
Rose & Smith, 1993), yet in a discussion of strategies to
positively affect attitudes of service providers, Stoneman
(1993) summarized literature suggesting that (a) there is
little relationship between teachers’ knowledge and their
attitudes and (b) attitudes are seldom positively influ-
enced by standard preservice or inservice training activi-
ties. These conclusions result from an interpretation of
“training” that is limited to traditional class-based in-
struction where information about predetermined topic
areas is presented using traditional instructional methods
(e.g., lecture, case study discussion, problem-solving ac-
tivities, or videotape observation).

The purpose of this study was to explore the impact
of a specifically designed professional development ac-
tivity on the attitudes and perspectives of childcare staff
who were caring for infants and toddlers, including those
with special needs, disabilities, or delayed development.
Each practitioner’s professional development activity in-
volved an individual child and family and was completed
by childcare staff as one component of their participa-
tion in a childcare professional development program. In
our experiences in training childcare staff, we observed
that child care givers frequently described children by
their deviations from caregiver expectations. In other
words, caregivers seemed to perceive children based on
what the children were unable to do or did not do while
in the childcare setting. When caregivers held this “deficit”
view, they saw themselves as unable to influence the de-
velopment of the child through either their relationship
with or their instruction of the child. The project was de-
signed to provide childcare staff with a means of viewing
children differently—emphasizing children’s abilities and
strengths rather than their “deficits” or needs.

The All About Me portfolio project was incorpo-
rated as an outside project into a professional develop-
ment course for infant and toddler caregivers. This course,
First Beginnings: Caring for Infants and Toddlers, em-
phasized quality practices for all infants and toddlers, in-
cluding children with special needs, through (a) 15 hours
of class-based instruction, organized into five, 3-hour
sessions; (b) four on-site consultation visits, including a
precourse and postcourse observation and rating of
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classroom practices; and (¢) the portfolio project. The
five in-class topic areas included Welcoming All Chil-
dren, Relationships, Infant and Toddler Development,
Brain-Behavior Relationships, and Families and Re-
sources. An emphasis on children with special needs was
integrated into each of the topic areas. The portfolio pro-
ject was developed by modifying existing formats that
had influenced people’s views of children, particularly
their views of children with disabilities. An out-of-class
project was selected as the instructional method because
studies of professional development activities designed to
change attitudes through knowledge-based, group instruc-
tional formats have reported limited success (e.g., Stone-
man, 1993). The portfolio was developed from the MAPS
person-centered planning approach (Falvey, Forest,
Pearpoint, & Rosenberg, 1997), an approach that has been
used for almost 20 years to enable individuals with dis-
abilities to be included successfully in their schools and
communities and included features from the Child Asset
Portfolio (Orelena Hawks Puckett Institute, 2000), which
has been used in research investigations with elementary
school teachers to help them identify children’s assets.

METHOD

First Beginnings: Caring for Infants and Toddlers was de-
signed to improve the quality of center-based care for in-
fants and toddlers, including those with special needs or
disabilities. The five instructional class sessions and the
portfolio project were developed with a written instruc-
tor guide and related participant materials. This written
curriculum was field tested with three separate groups of
20 to 25 of infant-toddier caregivers who attended one
of three identical training classes (Campbell & Milbourne,
2000).

Participants

Childcare staff were made aware of this professional de-
velopment opportunity through written materials mailed
to childcare centers located in impoverished inner city ar-
eas, through a poster display at the local National Asso-
ciation for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC)
chapter annual conference, and through publication of
information about the training program in several local
neighborhood-based childcare newsletters. Applicants
were required to be working currently with infants and
toddlers in a licensed center-based childcare program.
Teams of lead caregivers, assistants, and caregivers of in-
fants or toddlers with special needs were encouraged to
submit applications by a pre-established deadline. Follow-
ing the deadline, applications were reviewed and partici-
pants were assigned by their preference and by classrooms
to one of three program training classes. Groups of em-

ployees from childcare centers were assigned to class ses-
sions in such a way that groups of personnel (e.g., care- -
givers and assistants) were kept together in the same
training class. Participants were not required to have a
child with an Individual Family Service Plan enrolled in
their classrooms, although the majority of classrooms in-
cluded a child whom participants identified as having spe-
cial needs.

The 65 participants in the three class sessions worked
in 40 infant-toddler classrooms in 17 childcare settings
located in inner-city, impoverished neighborhoods in a
large metropolitan city. A majority of the participants were
women (average age of 41 years; range = 19-69 years)
who had worked in childcare for an average of 9.88
years (range = < 6 months-29 years). A total of 79% of
the group were African American, 3.5% were Latino, and
5.5% were European American. {Racial ethnic back-
ground was not provided by the remainder of the partic-
ipants.) Only 11% of the caregivers had received either
an associate’s or bachelor’s degree. The remainder had ei-
ther completed high school or received their G.E.D. cer-
tificates.

Procedures

As part of the requirements for the training program, par-
ticipants completed a structured, written portfolio pro-
ject that represented a child with whom they currently
worked in terms of the child’s strengths and abilities. A
portfolio booklet was provided as part of the assignment
and was completed with an individual child by taking
photographs, drawing pictures, or writing short stories or
phrases. Participants were permitted to complete the
project individually or as a member of a team of care-
givers who were working in the same age-group setting in
a center.

Child Stories. During the second class session, each
participant (or participant team) selected a child with
whom to complete the project. Specific instructions were
provided: “Think of a child who has special needs or dis-
abilities or for whom you have special concerns.” Once
a child had been identified, each participant or team was
asked, “Write a brief story about the child and the child’s
needs” and was provided with a 1-page, lined paper en-
titled “A story about " on which to write
their stories. The stories were collected by the instructor
prior to providing the participants with verbal and writ-
ten instructions about the project. At the final class ses-
sion, prior to presenting t‘h!if portfolio projects to the
class, participants were agah ptovided with the paper
“A story about . » " and were asked to
write a brief story ® fth!:d\ﬁd with whom they had
completed the projeet
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Portfolio Project. Participants were provided with a
#itten project module that included instructions, a sug-
ed timetable for completion of each step (see Table 1),
t of four worksheets, a portfolio booklet, and a dis-
able camera. The instructor presented the project by
thally reviewing “Steps to Project Success” (see the
endix), which was provided to participants as part of
written project module. Projects were completed over
#-week period outside of class meetings.
The four worksheets were designed to assist partic-
ts in gathering and organizing information known
jout the child from both caregiver and parent perspec-
pes. The “All About Me” worksheet included identical
Jestions that were answered about the child at home
one worksheet) and at the childcare center (on a sec-
d, parallel worksheet). Caregivers and parents pro-
¥lded information about (a) what makes the child happy;
{b) what activities the child enjoys and where they occur;
{¢) what activities get (and keep) the child’s attention;
{d) who the child spends time with and what is done with
“that person; and (e) what the child is learning to do and
~wants to do. The worksheet “How We Promote Learn-
ing" allowed parents and caregivers to reflect on and sum-
marize the ways each promoted the child’s learning at
home and at childcare. “Learning in Different Places” al-
lowed parents and caregivers to list things that the child
was trying in childcare, home, and community settings
and to list ways in which the people in those settings sup-
ported the child’s learning. Information from the work-

TABLE 1. Timetable to Project Completion
Week Activity

1 Invite the parent of the infant or toddler you have
selected to help you with this project.

Visit #1: Meet with parent and give him or her
the “All About Me” form.

Complete the “All About Me” form. Take a
picture of the child.

2 Visit #2: Meet with the parent and review the
“All About Me” form.

Talk with the parent and together complete the
“How We Promote Learning” worksheet.
Begin filling out the pages in your portfolio.
Keep taking pictures!

5 Visit #3: Meet with the parent and together
complete the “Learning in Different Places”
worksheet.

Finish your portfolio.

6 Present your story portfolio to your whole class
during the final class session.

Share the story portfolio with the child’s
parent. Give him or her copy.

sheets provided a basis to which participants added pho-
tographs and other collected materials as part of the
child’s portfolio.

A portfolio booklet that was provided to each par-
ticipant structured the project. The portfolios, entitled
“All About ,” included a cover, seven
structured pages, and additional pages to which partici-
pants could add more photographs and information. The
pages were laid out like a photograph album and focused
on the persons with whom children spent time, what chil-
dren liked to do, what they were accomplishing, and what
they were learning in home, community, and childcare
settings. Specifically, the portfolio pages included (a) my
favorite things, (b) my favorite people, (c) new things I
am learning about, (d) new things I am trying, (e) things
I do well, (f) things I try hard at, (g) things I do with my
family, and (h) my accomplishments.

After completing the postproject stories about the
child with whom the project had been completed, partic-
ipants presented their completed projects in a poster for-
mat during the final class session and turned them in as
part of the training program requirements. Two copies of
each portfolio were made by the course instructors and
returned to the participants so that participants could give
one copy to the child’s parent.

Scoring

Child Stories. A sample of the pre- and postproject
stories about the children were read by each of the first
two authors, each of whom identified statements reflect-
ing either a strengths-based or deficit-based perspective.
Each statement was further classified (and labeled) as
corresponding to one of eight themes. These themes were
discussed, and additional examples of statements in-
cluded in the stories were identified for each of the themes.
The eight themes were

disability

general descriptions about the child
objectivity

development

preferences, likes, and dislikes
context of behavior

family

changes in learning and performance

(see Table 2)
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The pre- and poststories were randomly assigned to
two raters. Each story was read to determine the pres-
ence or absence of statements related to each theme. A
summary score was calculated for each story by scoring
a “1” for each instance that reflected a strengths-based
perspective. Each rater also served as a secondary rater
for a sample of 10 stories (25%). Rater reliability was






