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Introduction
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (UNCRPD) [1] formally and explicitly recognizes the 
importance of how to achieve independence for individuals 
with a disability. This encompasses individual autonomy, the 
opportunity to be actively involved in decision-making processes, 
and the opportunity to access the physical, social, economic and 
cultural environment [1]. To ensure independence is achieved, it 
is crucial that individuals have access to a range of opportunities 
and resources so that they can make meaningful choices and 
decisions about the management of their life and environment 
[2]. The Milwaukee Center for Independence (MCFI) is a non-
profit agency assisting individuals with a disability to live and 
work successfully in their communities. At MCFI, the concept 
of independence is reflected throughout the agencies many 
evidence-based programs and services. The purpose of this 
article is to describe how independence is fostered in children 
attending the School for Early Development and Achievement 
(SEDA), an affiliate of MCFI. Founded in 2002, SEDA provides early 
intervention services to at-risk children from grades K4 through 
2nd, with a particular focus on children with early developmental 
disabilities. SEDA is a free public school chartered through the 
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee. The intended audience for 
this article includes parents and families of children with early 
developmental disabilities, teachers, special educators, speech, 
occupational and physical therapists, donors and potential 
donors of non-profit organizations.

Why does Independence Matter?
In the United States, children with developmental disabilities 
represent a significant minority of the population. It is estimated 
that 15% of children have one or more developmental disabilities 
[3]. Examples of the most common developmental disabilities 
include Autism, Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) 
and Intellectual Developmental Disorder. Disability stems from the 
interaction between impairments and attitudinal/environmental 
barriers [1]. Consequently, disability can compromise a child’s 
functioning and development across various domains. For 
example, children with a disability are much less likely to be 
engaged in education, work and community which have of 
course social, family and economic implications [2]. Families and 
caretakers are also less likely to be fully engaged socially and 

economically and are themselves more likely to be experiencing 
social isolation and poor health [2]. It is therefore evident that 
children with disabilities need access to a range of opportunities 
and resources to maximize their independence.

School for Early Development and 
Achievement (SEDA)
SEDA’s mission is to increase developmental competencies and 
educational achievement of young children as a strong foundation 
for learning and success throughout their lives. As mentioned 
previously, to ensure independence is achieved, it is crucial that 
individuals have access to a range of opportunities and resources 
so that they can make meaningful choices and decisions about 
the management of their life and environment [2]. At SEDA, a 
multidisciplinary team comprising of teachers, special educators, 
speech, occupational and physical therapists work collaboratively 
to increase independence in children using evidence-based 
programs and practices. The following subsections of this article 
review some of the evidence-based strategies utilized by SEDA:

a) SEDA offers families support and resources from the first 
day their child is enrolled, giving them the tools they need 
to help students reach their highest levels of success. For 
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example, if a student presents with speech and language 
difficulties, a crucial step for increasing independence 
is strengthening his/her ability to communicate. SEDA 
provides speech therapy intervention and treatment. 
The Picture Exchange Communication Program (PECS) is 
another approach utilized by SEDA’s multidisciplinary team 
to foster independence and enhance communication in 
students who do not use speech as their primary means 
of communication. Using PECS, students are taught to 
communicate a need by exchanging an image.

b) Occupational therapy is also utilized to develop students’ 
physical, sensory and motor skills functioning. Treatment 
can include stretching, strengthening, balance, functional 
training, support in reaching developmental motor 
milestones, accommodations for activities of daily living, 
and assistance in determining needs for seating and 
assistive devices [4].

c) Students learn to self-regulate behavior and mindfully 
engage in focused concentration. Research shows that 
self-regulated students are more engaged in their learning 

[5] and they are more inclined to seek out advice [6] and 
information [7] and explore positive learning climates [8] 
compared to their peers who present with less regulation 
in school [5].

d) SEDA attains and maintains an inclusive learning 
environment where the voices of all students are heard 
and listed to. Listening to student voice increases youth 
independence, creates greater attachment to schools, 
and builds a range of skills and competencies, including 
learning to get along with others, planning complex 
projects, and public speaking [8,9].

Conclusion
Independent skills are fundamentally important for all children, 
particularly those with a disability. In this brief but informative 
article, SEDA, an affiliate of MCFI, reflects its ability to foster 
independence in children with early developmental disabilities. 
This is achieved by a multidisciplinary team utilizing strategies 
informed by evidence-based research. Consequently, children 
are provided with a solid foundation to fulfill their potential.
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