
Whatcom Center for Early Learning History 

In 1968, a Public Health Nurse named Anne Brown was hired by the Whatcom County 
Health Department to serve children with developmental delays. Anne visited children and 
families in their homes, was involved in the early diagnostic process, helped develop 
appropriate services and served as an advocate for families. In partnership with local families 
and other professionals including Dr. Max Higbee, Dr. Geraldine Doll and Stacia Christopher, 
Anne helped develop the Special Education Preschool program. 

When the public schools began to accept children at three years of age in the early 
1970s, a committee was formed to secure funding for infants and toddlers with special needs. 
With strong support from parents, Whatcom Community College received the needed funding 
to develop and start the new program for infants and toddlers with special needs. Eventually, 
Western Washington University’s Speech and Hearing Department assumed the program, then 
called Western Center for Early Learning (WCEL). The passage of the Federal Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) Part C legislation in 1986 led to an expansion of early 
intervention services in Whatcom County, with Opportunity Council serving as the Local Lead 
Agency for Early Support for Infants and Toddlers (ESIT). WCEL currently partners with 
Opportunity Council to provide early intervention services for the "Early Intervention" 
population. In 1991, WCEL (now Whatcom Center for Early Learning) incorporated as a 
501(c)(3) non-profit agency, and two years later became a United Way partner agency. Our 
current home, “The Big Blue House," was purchased in 1998 with the help of a generous 
donor. This gave us a permanent home specifically dedicated to our work after years of renting 
and sharing various spaces in Bellingham. Our popular Ferndale Toddler Time program began 
in 2001. We also created a partnership with Bellingham Parks & Recreation to provide the 
Sensational Toddlers program to the wider community.  

WCEL continues to grow at a remarkable rate as population increases and as people 
continue to learn about the value of Early Intervention. WCEL has grown an average of nearly 
20% annually in each of the past 6 years, more than doubling the number of children we serve 
in the region. We continue to be the largest provider of early intervention services in Whatcom 
County, proudly providing the highest quality support using the Primary Service Provider 
model in homes, daycares and community settings. We strive to ensure that young children 
with developmental delays and their families have the best support in their earliest years, and 
to pave the way to future advocacy and success.




