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When attempting to understand the multitude of factors that contribute to children’s school
readiness, the role of family characteristics and parenting behaviors figures prominently. Researchers
and practitioners in the fields of education and child development have long been aware of the
potential impact of family-related variables on children’s development in general, and on child school
readiness in particular. School readiness includes cognitive (e.g., academic skills, language development)
and social-emotional (e.g., self-control, peer competence) components, which are interrelated and
consistently related to the quality of parent-child interactions. In this chapter, we describe
developmental research that documents links between parenting and children’s cognitive and social-
emotional school readiness. We review evidence-based interventions that target parenting behaviors as
a means of improving children’s school readiness. Finally, we discuss emerging research on parenting
interventions to promote school readiness and identify future directions for research and practice.
Overview of Evidence-Based Parenting Programs to Enhance Child School Readiness

Recognizing the consistent relationship between parenting variables and children’s school
readiness (Chazan-Cohen, Raikes, Brooks-Gunn, Ayoub, & Pan, 2009), many interventions designed to
boost school readiness target parents and parenting skills. Although some parenting programs are

III

“universal” and target all parents, a majority of the interventions we review here are “selective” or
“indicated” programs, designed to reach parents whose children are at-risk for school readiness delays.
Based on robust research that links family socio-economic disadvantage with child school readiness
delays (Farkas & Hibel, 2008; Zill & Collins, 1995), many programs target families with low socio-
economic status (SES). Poverty often compromises parenting by creating conditions of heightened
stress, exposure to violence, and social isolation. Poverty is also associated with elevated levels of
parent psychopathology (particularly depression) and low levels of parent education, which are in turn

associated with deficits in the development of child self-control and self-regulation (Goldsmith & Rogoff,

1997; Li-Grinning, 2007). The hope is that, by focusing on low-SES families and intervening in ways that
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strengthen parenting and improve child school readiness, parenting programs might reduce the
disparities in school adjustment and long term academic attainment that are associated with economic
disadvantage (McLoyd, 1998). This logic is supported by a number of studies indicating that parenting
behaviors, particularly language stimulation and harsh, inconsistent discipline, appear to mediate the
impact of economic adversity on child outcomes (Hart & Risley, 1995; McLoyd, 1998). Children with
constitutional risks (such as low birth weight) are also often targeted for parenting interventions, based
on research identifying parent support as a source of resilience (Landry et al., 2008).

The parenting interventions we review here vary in terms of the developmental period they
target (e.g., infancy, toddlerhood, the preschool years, or early elementary years). Some have a broad
focus, targeting multiple aspects of parent and child functioning; others target a more specific set of
parent and child skills. A majority of the evidence-based school readiness interventions deliver services
via home visits, although center-based, group meetings, or combined formats (e.g., some home visiting
combined with parent group training) are also utilized.

In selecting intervention programs to highlight in this review, we used several selection criteria,
focusing on programs that: 1) are characterized by a strong logic model based on developmental
research that helps to guide inferences and hypotheses regarding the relations among variables, 2)
specifically targeted and measured child outcomes in school readiness skill domains, and 3) have been
evaluated for efficacy with rigorous randomized trials. Although some might argue conceptually that
any program that strengthens parenting in the early years should enhance child school readiness, the
reality is that parenting interventions that have demonstrated benefits in the area of improved
parenting (e.g., increasing parent sensitivity and decreasing harsh discipline) often show only weak or no
effects on child school readiness outcomes (Brooks-Gunn, Berlin, & Fuligni, 2000). Several
comprehensive reviews suggest that, overall, parenting interventions have significant effects and add to

the value of school-based programs (such as Head Start), but the effects are relatively small and
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inconsistent across studies (Barnett & Escobar, 2002; Sweet & Applebaum, 2004). A critical assessment
of the ways in which various approaches are (or are not) producing consistent effects is important, in
order to fuel hypotheses about key mechanisms of action and barriers to success, thereby informing
future program development and refinement. In the following sections, we organize the review of
programs by their developmental foundations and primary areas of focus.
Programs that Focus on Parent Well-Being and Empowerment

Under conditions of economic disadvantage, parents are often stressed, depressed, and
demoralized, suffering from social isolation and distress that impairs their capacity to fully support their
children’s development (Liaw & Brooks-Gunn, 1994). Poverty, and the factors associated with it,
including low levels of maternal education, high levels of maternal depression and social isolation, as
well as exposure to violence and stress, is related to impaired parenting practices (Lengua et al., 2007;
Goldsmith & Rogoff, 1997). For example, compared to non-depressed parents, depressed parents are
often more negative, intrusive, critical, and disengaged in their interactions with their infants and
toddlers, as well as more likely to engage in coercive and abusive interactions with their children
(Cummings & Davies, 1994). Children of depressed mothers often demonstrate low levels of social-
emotional competence and elevated rates insecure attachment, along with externalizing behavioral
problems which may interfere with their subsequent school adjustment (Goodman, Brogan, Lynch &
Fielding, 1993; Spieker & Booth, 1988). Similarly, Chazan-Cohen and colleagues (2009) found that when
mothers reported high rates of parenting stress during the toddler years, children showed low levels of
emotion regulation and school readiness when they were 5 years old. When parents report high levels
of stressful daily hassles and negative life events, children often exhibit heightened cortisol levels
(Brennan et al., 2008; Essex, Klein, Cho, & Kalin, 2002) suggesting a spillover effect of parental stress in

ways that may impede child prefrontal cortex development and reduce attention control (Blair, 2002).
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Recognizing the relations between parental well-being and mental health and child
development, some parenting interventions focus broadly on supporting and empowering parents, in
order to promote parental efficacy and problem-solving skills, and thereby enhance the overall quality
of parenting. The goals of these programs are often quite broad, and emphasize the importance of
helping parents help themselves, by providing them with the information and support they need to
access educational and social service resources. Often, these programs begin during pregnancy or
infancy and target parenting behaviors that are related to multiple domains of child functioning,
including children’s physical health and safety, as well as their cognitive and behavioral development.

Nurse-family Partnership Program (NFP). Perhaps the best known and most extensively
researched of this parent-focused intervention approach, NFP (Olds et al., 1997) targets young, low-
income, first-time mothers. Home visitation by nurses begins during the second trimester of pregnancy
and continues across the first two years of the child’s life. The emphasis of the program shifts over time,
with a preliminary focus on a healthy pregnancy outcome and maternal well-being, followed by an
emphasis on child health and safety, positive mother-infant interactions, appropriate cognitive
stimulation, and positive child management techniques. Evaluations of this program indicate multiple
positive effects for some mothers, with lower resource mothers experiencing more benefits (Kitzman et
al., 2010; Olds, 2002). An initial randomized trial of this program that included follow-up through the
preschool period found no statistically significant effects on children’s cognitive and language
development or parent reports of child behavior problems at age 4 (Olds et al., 1994). However, positive
effects were evident for children of a subgroup of mothers with the highest levels of need (e.g. young,
single, and with limited social support or psychological resources) (Olds et al., 2004). Among this
subgroup of mothers, the program promoted more stimulating home environments for children, and
these children had statistically significantly higher scores on tests of language development and

executive functioning at age four than similar mothers who were randomly assigned to a control group



Parenting Programs 6

(Olds et al., 2004). A second randomized trial of NFP with young, single African American mothers in
Memphis revealed statistically significant elevations favoring the treatment group in children’s
intellectual functioning and language skills when children were in first grade (Olds et al., 2004). Among a
sub-group of mothers with low psychological resources, nurse visitations also promoted elevated math
achievement scores for children in first grade. These findings suggest that the NFP approach has the
capacity to improve child outcomes several years after intervention. However, the effects on children’s
intellectual and language functioning were relatively small (.17 to .25 SD), and somewhat inconsistent
across studies, emerging as a main effect in the Memphis study, as a sub-group effect in the Denver
study, and not emerging in the Elmira study of NFP.

Early Start. Early Start (Fergusson, Grant, Horwood, & Ridder, 2005) is a home visitation
program developed in New Zealand to serve high risk families of infants and toddlers. Early Start is
similar to NFP in its scope, targeting multiple factors related to child and family well-being, although it
begins after birth and home visitors are not nurses. Additionally, Early Start continues throughout the
child’s preschool years, unlike NFP which ends at age 2, although the average program duration is
similar (about 24 months). Families are eligible for Early Start if they have two or more risk factors in
areas of parenting and family functioning (e.g., low levels of social support, unplanned pregnancy,
parent substance use, family financial difficulties, domestic violence). During an initial set of weekly
visits, family support workers strive to develop positive partnerships with parents, and conduct
individualized assessment of family needs, issues, challenges, strengths, and resources. In subsequent
sessions, family support workers use collaborative problem solving to devise solutions to family
challenges, and provide mentoring and advice to help families mobilize their strengths and resources.
Additionally, the program targets parent and family outcomes, including improvements in parent mental
and physical health, increased workforce participation, and reductions in domestic violence (Fergusson

et al., 2005). A randomized, controlled trial of Early Start conducted in New Zealand revealed significant
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positive effects on children’s outcomes at 6, 12, 24, and 36 months post-baseline. These included better
child behavioral adjustment, according to parent report (significantly reduced internalizing and
marginally reduced externalizing behaviors), higher rates of well-child medical and dental visits and
preschool enrollment, and reductions in hospitalizations associated with accidents. Parent outcomes
included reductions in self-reports of abuse and harsh discipline and increases in positive parenting
(Ferguson et al., 2005; Fergusson, Grant, Horwood, & Ridder, 2006). No cognitive outcomes for children
were assessed in the Early Start evaluation, and follow-up studies of children’s subsequent school
adjustment have not been conducted.

Summary. These program results suggest that providing a broad scope of intervention support
to parents over a two-year period during early childhood has benefits for parents, which sometimes
(and for some subgroups) confers school readiness benefits for children. Given the relatively small and
inconsistent findings on child school readiness, however, the evidence suggests that this approach to
parent intervention, if used alone, will not produce effects on child skill acquisition that are substantial
enough to reduce the socio-economic gap in school readiness or school attainment in a meaningful way.
Programs that Focus on Enhancing Parent Sensitivity and Responsiveness

Parent-child interaction patterns established in infancy and toddlerhood are related to the
development of cognitive skills and self-regulatory capacities, both of which figure prominently in school
readiness. An element of parenting associated with optimal development for infants and toddlers is
sensitive-responsiveness, which is defined as parents’ emotional warmth and availability, as well as
appropriate and contingent responses to children’s signals (Calkins, & Hill, 2007; Dennis, 2006; Landry,
Smith, & Swank, 2006). Sensitive-responsiveness appears to be particularly critical for the development
of emotional self-regulation (McCabe, Clark & Barnett, 1999), and has been linked with the development
of attention control and executive function development in early childhood as well (Bernier et al., 2011;

Hughes, 2011; Hughes & Ensor, 2009).
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Conversely, parents who use harsh, coercive, or inconsistent discipline strategies often have
children who are less cognitively and behaviorally ready for school than parents who provide positive
rule structures and contingent positive support for compliance (McCabe et al., 1999; Kilgore, Snyder &
Lentz, 2000). Developmental theorists speculate that exposure to parent anger and dysregulation may
both deprive children of positive role models for emotional expression and impair their ability to
regulate their own emotions and control impulses, both important aspects of school readiness (Blair,
2002). Bi-directional influences may also operate, such that children who are more impulsive and
irritable evoke more negative parental control. Negative transactions between parents and children
may cascade over time, increasing rates of parent-child conflict and reducing opportunities for parent-
child conversation and joint attention, thereby impeding the development of child oral language and
attention skills.

Recognizing the critical role of sensitive-responsive parenting in fostering child social-emotional
and cognitive development, a number of parent intervention programs focus on promoting sensitive-
responsive parenting as a central goal. Some also aim to reduce restrictive, critical parenting and the
use of harsh punishment.

Playing and Learning Strategies (PALS). PALS (Landry, Smith, & Swank 2006) is a home visiting
intervention designed to teach low-income parents to interact with their infants in a sensitive-
responsive manner. The 10-session program utilizes coaching and videotaped modeling to teach parents
techniques for maintaining children’s attention, responding contingently, showing warmth, and
providing rich verbal input. Randomized trials of PALS using an attention-control condition (where
parents were provided with general child development information but no specific coaching in parent-
child interaction) resulted in large increases in sensitive-responsiveness in parents who received the
intervention (Landry et al., 2006). PALS also had positive effects on infants, increasing their use of

words, and tending to increase their levels of social cooperation in play interactions (Landry et al., 2006).
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In an attempt to better understand the relations between developmental timing of the intervention and
children’s outcomes, as well as the longer term effects of this early intervention, a subsequent trial of
PALS extended the intervention past infancy into the early preschool period (Landry et al., 2008).
Recognizing the challenges associated with remaining sensitive and responsive in the face of young
children’s increasing demands for autonomy, the PALS-Il intervention included a component designed to
help parents avoid conflicts and power struggles with their children. Child outcomes included receptive
vocabulary, cooperativeness, and coordination of language and joint attention. Interestingly, while the
PALS-I (infant) program had its largest effects on children’s positive social engagement, the
toddler/preschool intervention produced gains in both positive social engagement and children’s use of
complex language. Although children were not followed through school entry in the PALS studies, the
outcomes involving children’s receptive vocabulary and communicative and social competence in the
preschool period suggest that this intervention may be effective at laying important groundwork for
school readiness. In this study, effects were generally greater for parents than for children, especially for
some outcomes. For example, strong effects were found for PALS at increasing mothers’ use of verbal
scaffolding, contingent responsiveness, labeling, and reducing mothers’ use of redirection (Landry,
Swank & Smith, 2006). Effects on child outcomes were fewer and generally more often in the small-to-
moderate range, although strong effects were found for children’s increase in word use and decreases
in negative affect.

Child and Family Interagency, Resource, Support, and Training (Child FIRST). Child FIRST
(Lowell et al., 2011) is a program for high-risk families of children aged 6-36 months. It includes two
major components: 1) a system of care designed to boost and coordinate access to social services (e.g.,
housing assistance, early intervention), and 2) a parent-child relationship enhancement component that
seeks to improve children’s social-emotional competence through increases in sensitive-responsive

parenting. The program is delivered to parents at home by mental health clinicians who provide dyadic
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psychotherapeutic intervention, and care coordinators who connect families with community-based
services. A randomized controlled trial of this intervention involving 157 families revealed significant
positive effects for children whose parents completed 12 months of intervention, including reductions in
externalizing behavior and improved language competence. Effect sizes of this intervention were
significant and large for reductions in parenting stress and reductions in children’s externalizing behavior
problems, and moderate for improvements in children’s language. However, drop-out rates for this
program were quite high, with a 25% attrition by the end of the 1-year program (Lowell et al., 2011).

Incredible Years. The Incredible Years parenting program (Webster-Stratton, 1998) targets
parents of preschool children at risk for poor school adjustment due to externalizing behavior problems.
Originally designed as a clinical intervention for parents of children with conduct problems, Incredible
Years has recently been evaluated as a selective school readiness intervention for low-income parents.
Utilizing a weekly, two-hour, group training format, the 12-session program teaches parents to use
child-directed play skills, positive and consistent discipline strategies, strategies for coping with stress,
and ways to strengthen children’s social skills. In the first randomized trial with Head Start parents,
Incredible Years promoted improved parenting practices and child behavior observed at home. There
were also significant treatment effects on Head Start teachers’ reports of children’s social competence
at school (Webster-Stratton, 1998). Because teachers also received the intervention, it’s not clear how
much the parenting program played a role in promoting improved behavior at school. A second
randomized trial of Incredible Years with Head Start families found that the intervention promoted
significant gains in positive parenting practices, decreases in negative parenting practices, and
reductions in children’s conduct problems at home and at Head Start (Webster-Stratton, Reid, &
Hammond, 2001). A later analysis suggested moderated effects, with the impact on disruptive behavior
problems primarily evident for children who had high rates of problem behaviors prior to the

intervention — approximately 28% of the Head Start sample (Reid, Webster-Stratton & Baydar, 2004).
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Summary. These studies provide evidence that parent sensitivity and responsiveness can be
improved and negative parenting can be decreased with focused skill-building interventions. These
interventions each provided parents with instructions, videotaped models, practice opportunities, and
the provision of feedback, in order to improve the quality of their interactions with their young child. In
infancy, sensitive-responsive parenting was the primary goal, whereas for older toddlers and preschool
children, an additional goal was to reduce coercive parenting and harsh punishment, as well as to
support positive parent-child interactions. In all three studies, improved parenting was associated with
improvements in child functioning in areas of relevance for school functioning (e.g., enhanced social
competence, reduced behavior problems). However, program impact on children’s preschool
functioning was not assessed for PALS or Child FIRST, and only teacher ratings of child behavior were
collected in the Incredible Years trials. Hence, further research is needed in order to estimate the
degree of impact these parent programs may have on closing the school readiness gap associated with
socio-economic disadvantage.

Programs that Enrich Parent-Child Communication and Increase Parent Support for Learning

School readiness research has identified language competence in the preschool years as a
powerful predictor of both academic and behavioral school readiness and later adjustment. In the
cognitive realm, early language is closely linked to later reading ability. Children’s vocabulary scores at
school entry are predictive of later reading comprehension skills (Dickinson & McCabe, 2001).
Additionally, language skills are key for the development of self-control and social competence (Mendez,
Fantuzzo, & Cicchetti, 2002). As children develop the capacity to label and describe their feelings, they
are able to better manage negative emotions and interpersonal conflicts (Cole, Michel & Teti, 1994).
Conversely, low language and low levels of emotional understanding are related to poor interpersonal
skills with peers and adults (Botting & Conti-Ramsden, 2000.) Because language development is highly

dependent on the quality of the linguistic environment to which young children are exposed, it is no
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surprise that parent-child verbal interactions during infancy and the preschool years are strongly
associated with children’s school readiness. Families vary widely in both the quality and quantity of
language input provided to young children, and SES is a powerful predictor of this variability. Children in
middle and upper-income families are exposed to far more words, more syntactically complex
utterances, and more conversational exchanges than children from disadvantaged homes (Hart & Risley,
1995).

Beyond the simple volume of speech, specific conversational strategies are associated with
increased linguistic competence in children. First, parents who utilize high rates of conversational
recasting with their preschoolers have children with higher levels of both expressive and receptive
language competence. Recasting involves re-stating children’s utterances in a way that maintains the
child’s topic and focus of interest, but includes a new linguistic challenge unfamiliar to the child (Nelson
et al., 2001). Conversational recasting promotes language growth through repeated exposure to both
novel words and challenging and complex grammatical structures (e.g., such as the “ing” ending) and
also provides motivation for children to engage in conversation with competent speakers (by talking
about things that children find interesting) (Nelson et al., 2001). Recasting can be regarded as a form of
verbal scaffolding which reflects parents’ ability to match the content and complexity of their utterances
to children’s interests and developmental level (Landry et al., 2008).

The content of parents’ language to children may contribute significantly to both cognitive and
social-emotional aspects of school readiness. Mind-mindedness refers to parents’ tendency to make
ongoing comments on children’s emotions and mental states, which offer children the opportunity to
reflect upon and verbally mediate their own experiences. Parents’ use of these techniques in
toddlerhood has been found to predict children’s later executive function development (Bernier,
Carlson, & Whipple, 2010). Conversely, when parents talk with their children using brief statements,

limited vocabulary, and focus primarily on directives and prohibitions, children are more likely to show
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low levels of readiness at school entry. Low-income mothers, especially those experiencing multiple risk
factors (e.g., depression and low education) are disproportionately likely to engage in these types of
linguistic exchanges with their children (Hart & Risley, 1995).

In addition to variations in their language use in the home, parents vary considerably regarding
their beliefs about the need and value of structuring learning opportunities for their children and the
degree to which they provide learning materials, such as books, puzzles, drawing supplies, and
educational toys. Cheadle (2008) found that higher SES families structure more learning opportunities
for their children, engage them in more conversations, and have more involvement in schooling,
including interactions with teachers and other school personnel, whereas lower SES parents are more
likely to endorse a philosophy of “natural development” which involves fewer structured learning
experiences and less adult involvement in children’s lives. The pattern of “concerted cultivation” that is
more common among higher SES families is associated with higher child reading and math scores in
elementary school (Cheadle, 2008). Building upon this developmental research, a number of parent
interventions have been developed to improve the quality of parent’s communication and language use
with children and increase levels of cognitive stimulation and learning support in the home.

Parent-Child Home Program. Originally developed in 1965 as the Mother-Child Home program
(Levenstein & Sunley, 1968), this intensive intervention involves 46 bi-weekly home visits, spread over
two years (usually when the child is 2-3 years of age). The program is designed for children at-risk for
delayed school readiness due to family risk factors such as poverty, low levels of parental education,
isolation, teen parent or single-parent status, and immigrant status. The overall program goal is to
improve support for the child’s learning within the home and to empower the parents to feel effective
and involved in supporting the child’s development and education, with a particular emphasis on verbal
communication. Paraprofessionals conduct home visits, bringing parents new toys and books each visit,

and coaching parents in how to use these materials as platforms for language enrichment. Home
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visitors are trained to use modeling and reinforcement to encourage positive parent-child interaction,
but to avoid didactic instruction. In addition, home visitors facilitate referrals to other social and
educational services, as needed.

The program has undergone multiple evaluations over the years, using both quasi-experimental
and randomized controlled designs. The initial, quasi-experimental evaluations indicated that children
who received the intervention had significantly higher 1Q’s than the comparison group children
(Levenstein, 1970), and these results were sustained at follow-up for children who received the full two
year program (Madden, Levenstein & Levenstein, 1976). This original sample was followed for many
years, with program effects detectable at 5™ grade (Lazar & Darling, 1982) and 7™ grade (Royce,
Darlington & Murray, 1983). A much more recent study, also employing a quasi-experimental design,
compared the outcomes of program participants in rural North Carolina with the state norms for low-
income children’s school readiness and found similar, positive effects for the intervention, with program
recipients scoring significantly better on measures of school readiness in first grade (Levenstein,
Levinstein, & Oliver, 2002).

However, more rigorous designs have resulted in less consistent findings. An early evaluation
conducted not long after the original trial utilized a randomized, controlled design and found robust
impacts on parenting behavior, but much smaller effects on child 1Q, achievement, and social
adjustment, and no child effects were detectable at the first-grade follow up. Interestingly, this study
also found that parenting behaviors and child outcomes were uncorrelated, suggesting that treatment
effects were not mediated by parenting (Madden, O’Hara, & Levenstein, 1984). Similarly, an RCT
conducted in Bermuda found no program effects of this program (Scarr & McCartney, 1988). On the
other hand, a longitudinal follow-up of students randomly assigned to intervention and control
conditions found a small but positive effect for high school completion among program participants

(Levenstein et al., 1998). The lack of findings in these trials might highlight problems in the comparison
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samples of the quasi-experimental evaluations. They also might reflect socioeconomic and cultural
differences in the populations studied or the more common use of child care in the more recent studies,
which may have washed out the effects of improved parental involvement seen in the initial studies. For
example, in the Bermuda study, all children in both conditions were enrolled in preschool, which may
have washed out the effects of the parent program.

Home Instruction Program for Preschool Youngsters (HIPPY: Lombard, 1981). HIPPY is a home
visitation program for parents of low-income four-year-olds that includes the transition to kindergarten
It was developed in Israel in 1969 and has been broadly disseminated to other countries, including the
U.S. and Canada. Guided by a curriculum, trained paraprofessionals meet bimonthly with parents over a
two-year period, providing books and activities designed to promote language, motor, sensory,
perceptual and problem-solving skills. Parents receive coaching in the use of these materials with their
children, including instruction, modeling, role play practice with feedback. They are asked to work with
children on the activities for 15-20 minutes per day. Like the Parent-Child Home program, much of the
research on its effects is qualitative or quasi-experimental. Two quasi-experimental evaluations
suggested that family participation in this home visiting program enhanced child academic performance
in grade-school, promoting higher grades, improved achievement scores, more favorable teacher ratings
of social adjustment (Bradley & Gilkey, 2002; Nievar, Jacobson, Chen, Johnson, Dier, 2011). However,
these studies were subject to selection biases, in which the parents who participated in the program
were not directly comparable to parents who did not. The only randomized control trial of the HIPPY
program showed equivocal results, with meaningful effects for children in one cohort at the end of
kindergarten and first grade, but no effects for children in a second cohort (Baker, Piotrkowski, &
Brooks-Gunn, 1998). For children in the first cohort, intervention was associated with higher scores on a

test of general cognitive ability and more positive teacher ratings of classroom adaptation — gains that
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were sustained at one-year follow-up. However, no differences emerged between intervention and
control group children in cohort two (Baker et al., 1998).

Get Ready. Get Ready (Sheridan et al., 2008) is a recent program for Head Start children that
spans the transition to kindergarten and has the goal of improving school readiness. The intervention
involves a series of approximately eight, one-hour home visits between the parent and the child’s Head
Start teacher that occur over a two-year period. Specific targets of the intervention include 1) increasing
parental warmth and sensitivity, 2) increasing parents’ support for children’s autonomy, and 3) boosting
parents’ participation in children’s learning, both through greater engagement in home learning
activities and through a more active home-school partnership. Teachers receive extensive training in
engaging parents in conversations about children’s strengths and needs, their goals and expectations for
their child, and brainstorming any developmental issues (Sheridan et al., 2011). Additionally, teachers
implement some of the strategies taught to parents in the classroom. Finally, the program is designed to
strengthen the parent-teacher relationship and to promote more active parent participation in
children’s schooling. A recent randomized controlled trial of the Get Ready program included 217 three-
year-olds from diverse backgrounds enrolled in Head Start. Because the intervention targeted teachers,
randomization was done at the level of the school building. Teacher ratings collected over the course of
the 18-month intervention revealed that children who received the Get Ready intervention relative to
controls showed accelerated growth in teacher-rated oral language use, reading, and writing, as well as
improvements in teacher-reported social-emotional competencies such as attachment to adults and
reductions in anxiety and withdrawal (Sheridan et al, 2010). However, no significant impacts were noted
on children’s aggression or self-control (Sheridan et al., 2010). When the impact of potential moderators
was examined, children for whom there were developmental concerns at the outset of the study, and
those who did not speak English, showed significantly greater intervention related gains, while those

whose parents had low education or high rates of health problems experienced significantly fewer
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benefits (Sheridan et al., 2011). Although this study had a strong, randomized control group design and
suggests that the Get Ready intervention accelerated children’s development during the Head Start
years, its effects on elementary school adjustment are not yet known. Additionally, the evaluation
sample had a very high attrition rate, although the attrition affected control and intervention groups
equally and was largely related to families’ departure from Head Start rather than from the Get Ready
program itself, with nearly half of the families discontinuing, which compromises the strength of the
findings. Further research on the effects of Get Ready on children’s school readiness is clearly
warranted.

Parents As Teachers Program (PAT). PAT (Pfannenstiel & Seltzer, 1989) utilizes a curriculum,
Born to Learn, to provide parents with child development knowledge and parenting support during the
early years of parenting (primarily ages 0-3). The PAT model includes one-on-one home visits, monthly
group meetings, developmental screenings, and a resource network for families. In the first randomized-
controlled trial of the Born to Learn curriculum delivered in the PAT model, Drotar, Robinson, Jeavons,
and Kirchner (2009) randomly assigned 532 eligible families to receive PAT or to a control experience
that involved access to informational handouts and groups. The PAT Born to Learn model included 2
home visits in the first month with monthly visits thereafter, delivered by trained parent educators who
provided handouts and videos to review key developmental principles. Parents also attended group
meetings. Using a conservative analytic approach that retained participants in their assigned groups
whether or not they actually completed the intervention or withdrew from the study, no overall group
differences emerged on child cognitive or language development or adaptive behavior at 12, 24, or 36
months. However, moderation analyses showed that the low SES families showed some benefits, with
children from low-SES families showing higher cognitive development scores and higher motivational
approach at 24 months than comparable families in the control group. Two additional randomized trails

evaluated the impact of PAT on Latino parents and teen parents, respectively, producing small and
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inconsistent positive effects on parent knowledge, attitudes, and behavior, but no overall gains in child
development (Wagner & Clayton, 1999). However, additional analyses suggested significant gains for
children in some subgroups (for example, children in primarily Spanish speaking Latino families) and
under some circumstances (for example, when families received more intensive services.)

Dialogic Reading Programs for Parents. Dialogic reading programs focus specifically on
promoting parent reading practices and high-quality language use (Lonigan & Whitehurst, 1998;
Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998; Arnold & Whitehurst, 1994; Whitehurst et al., 1994). Dialogic reading is a
form of joint book reading that involves conversational engagement, modeling of novel vocabulary, and
the use of complex questions (Arnold & Whitehurst, 1994). When utilized by preschool teachers, this
technique results in improved vocabulary, comprehension, and oral language skills (Wasik & Bond, 2001;
Arnold & Whitehurst, 1994; Whitehurst et al., 1994).

Utilizing a group training format, Whitehurst and colleagues (Arnold & Whitehurst, 1994;
Whitehurst et al., 1994) adapted this technique for parents. During two one-hour training sessions (an
initial training session and a later “booster” session), the trainer teaches dialogic reading techniques by
showing a modeling videotape and engaging parents in role-playing. Parents are taught to ask thought-
provoking questions, engage in active listening, elaborate on child utterances, and reinforce children’s
attention and participation (Lonigan & Whitehurst, 1998). Parents are then expected to read to their
child 10-15 minutes a day, three to five times a week. Home interventions vary in length from four to
eight weeks, while school and home combination interventions may last up to 30 weeks.

Parents’ consistent ability to use dialogic reading at home has been shown to significantly
improve language skills in preschool children from both middle- and low-income backgrounds (Arnold et
al., 1994). Additionally, this intervention has improved emergent literacy skills in preschoolers who
performed significantly below average on tests of expressive and receptive vocabulary (Lonigan &

Whitehurst, 1998). What has yet to be evaluated is whether dialogic reading programs facilitate
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behavioral or emotional aspects of school readiness through their impact on language and cognitive
capacities.

Parents as Tutors. Some interventions have used parents as tutors, setting them up with
curriculum materials and support in order to allow them to offer children instruction in specific
academic skills. An additional goal is to facilitate parents’ engagement in their children’s schooling.
Parents have been successfully taught to implement remedial reading tutoring programs, resulting in
significant improvements in kindergarten children’s reading skills (Mehran & White, 1988). In this study,
children who had been identified as at risk for reading difficulties were randomly assigned to receive
“usual services” (Title 1 tutoring at school) or Title 1 plus parent tutoring. Parents of children in the
intervention were successfully trained to tutor their children at home using the Reading Made Easy
curriculum, and were assisted and supervised by teachers and classroom aides who had been trained by
the researchers. Children in the intervention group showed improvements on direct assessments of
reading proficiency compared to controls, and the effects were moderated by dosage of tutoring, with
children whose parents reported more sessions showing the strongest benefits. This study was
somewhat atypical, as it required parents to be trained to a specific criterion; this may have
strengthened its impact relative to similar programs

In addition, several meta-analyses of parent tutoring interventions have indicated that overall
these interventions are effective at increasing children’s academic skills. Erion (2006) reviewed 37
studies examining the impact of parent tutoring programs, and found moderate effect sizes across a
number of content areas, including reading, math, spelling, and writing. A second meta-analysis also
examined multiple academic outcomes (math, reading, science) as well as multiple parent teaching
strategies (direct instruction & practice, use of positive rewards) and found a significant, positive effect

for parent involvement in children’s reading, but not math (Nye, Turner, & Schwartz, 2006).
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Interestingly, in this meta-analysis, parents’ use of positive rewards was more strongly associated with
children’s academic outcomes than other aspects of involvement.

Summary. On the basis of the positive findings from initial quasi-experimental evaluations,
several of these home visiting programs have been widely disseminated (e.g. Parent-Child Home
Program, PAT). Yet, the results from the randomized trials of those programs are disappointing, and
suggest that the programs are under-performing (see Gomby, 2005). More research is critically needed,
in order to better understand the circumstances under which these types of parenting interventions
have significant effects on child school readiness outcomes. Based upon the available evidence,
programs that focus on coaching parents in specific behaviors linked closely with their children’s
academic progress (such as the dialogic reading and parents as tutor programs) appear more consistent
in promoting gains in child cognitive skills than programs that have broader goals and are more focused
on educating parents about developmental issues. However, social-emotional outcomes and
motivational aspects of school readiness have not been well-studied for either kind of program. In
addition, without more direct comparisons, one cannot tell whether the differences in the findings
among programs reflect differences in the populations being served, the quality of the implementation,
or the intervention approach itself. As research moves forward, it will be most useful if study designs
are expanded to more clearly compare the effects of different intervention components and/or test
hypothesized mechanisms of action. In the next section, we consider critical issues for future research
and program development. One factor that remains unclear from the research reviewed is the level of
intensity and dosage of intervention required to meaningfully impact school readiness. While some
programs advocate brief, “light touch” interventions (e.g., Triple P, Family Check-up), others argue in
favor of more intensive and sustained programs (e.g., Nurse-Family partnerships, Parent-Child Home
Program). Because this is an important issue with significant implications for education and child

development, it should be the explicit focus of future studies of school readiness.
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Future Considerations for Research and Practice

Enriching intervention approaches with recent developmental research. Many of the parenting
programs included in this chapter were not designed specifically to enhance child school readiness, but
rather targeted multiple needs of the parents. Although this approach may produce programs that are
beneficial to parents and children in important ways (e.g., such as improving parent well-being, reducing
child abuse), it appears unlikely to provide sufficient targeted support to reduce the socio-economic gap
in child school readiness to a meaningful extent. If improvements in child school readiness are a central
goal of an early childhood parenting intervention, the approach likely needs to be more focused on
building the specific child competencies that are important to school readiness. For example, skills
developed during the toddler and preschool years that contribute to directly to children’s learning
capacity when they enter school include: phonological sensitivity (ability to discriminate sounds),
narrative understanding (ability to recognize beginning, middle, and end in stories and events;
understanding of cause and effect), and emotion knowledge (being able to recognize and label one’s
own and others’ feelings), as well as oral language skills. This may be why parenting programs that
utilize parents as tutors and provide specific learning activities and materials for parents to build these
foundational skills (e.g., dialogic reading) have shown stronger effects on child academic readiness than
programs with more diffuse goals (e.g., Parent-Child Home Program, HIPPY, PAT). In addition, recent
developmental research points to the critical importance of the development of the pre-frontal cortex
and executive functions during early childhood, along with language skills, as neural foundations for
effective learning (Blair & Diamond, 2008). Because so many of the children who lag in the acquisition of
language skills and executive functioning skills also have problems with emotional and behavioral
regulation, it is critical to consider academic and behavioral school readiness in tandem (Blair, 2002).

Some parenting processes appear to play a central role in promoting several of these

foundational skills, contributing to multiple aspects of child school readiness. For example, sensitive-
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responsive parent-child interactions that scaffold child attention and support sustained problem-solving
efforts simultaneously may promote attachment security, language learning, attention control, and child
social cooperation and competence (Dickinson & McCabe, 2001; Landry, Smith, Swank, & Miller-Loncar,
2000; Nelson et al., 2001). This may be why parenting programs that target sensitive-responsive
parenting in an intensive and focused way also show promise for promoting school readiness (e.g.,
PALS). Conceptually, enriching some of the current parent intervention approaches focused on
improving parent-child interaction quality with more specific learning activities designed to promote
child acquisition of EF and emergent literacy and math skills may be effective in strengthening program
impact.

Engaging parents in intervention. A common struggle for parent interventions involves eliciting
and sustaining high-quality engagement from parents (Kaminski, Stormshak, Good, & Goodman, 2002;
see also Nix, Bierman, McMahon, & CPPRG, 2009). For example, several of the programs reviewed in
this chapter struggled to engage and retain parents in the intervention. Both the Incredible Years and
Getting Ready programs showed positive effects, but also had high attrition rates -- 20-24% in the Head
Start evaluation of Incredible Years and nearly half the families in the Getting Ready program (Reid,
Webster-Stratton & Baydar, 2004; Sheridan et al., 2008). It may be difficult to engage parents for several
reasons, including both the burden of intervention, and parent’s perception that the services are not
needed, or instability in the living situation or preschool placement of the children. Indeed, given the
frequency with which moderated effects emerge for parent interventions, with only sub-groups
benefitting, it may be the case that parents need more differentiated or flexible intervention options.
Two programs warrant mention as examples of service delivery systems that offer parents more
autonomy and choice in navigating the services — possibly enhancing program engagement and impact.

In the Family Check Up program (FCU: Dishion & Stormshak, 2007), parents participate in an

initial three-session ecological assessment of the child and family’s strengths and weaknesses, receive
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feedback with a focus on the parents’ own goals and priorities; and then are presented with options that
allow them to make choices about any additional services they receive. FCU also provides annual check-
ups, providing families with long-term follow-up as they navigate key developmental transitions. A
recent randomized-controlled evaluation of FCU implemented with high-risk families of 2-year-old
children revealed that the program had significant impacts on positive parenting, including parental
involvement, use of positive reinforcement, parent-child engagement, and scaffolding problems
(Gardner, Shaw, Dishion, Burton & Supplee, 2007; Dishion et al., 2008). A follow-up assessment when
children were 4 found a marginally-significant effect on children’s inhibitory control but no significant
effect on language skills (Lunkenheimer et al., 2008). Although these are not strong effects on school
readiness skills, the approach warrants ongoing exploration, given its potential to reduce intervention
cost and burden on parents, while promoting positive parenting change.

A second example of a more flexible and adaptive intervention delivery system is seen in the
organization of the Triple P: Positive Parenting Program design (Sanders, 1999). Triple P utilizes tiered
interventions designed to provide a graduated set of services that differ in intensity depending upon
parental need. The level 1 triple P programs are typically low-intensity and universal, and include
suggestions and information regarding positive management of behaviors that many children
demonstrate (e.g., bed time issues), while the higher-level interventions are more intensive and
selectively target families experiencing more serious problems (e.g., effective management of
aggressive-disruptive behavior problems). Triple P is wide ranging, with different versions of the
program available for parents of children with disabilities, those at risk for child maltreatment, and
those experiencing significant family dysfunction (e.g., marital conflict). School readiness components
have been developed for Triple P, but not yet subjected to a randomized trial.

Stronger research designs. Finally, it is important to strengthen the research designs used to

evaluate parent interventions in early childhood, to provide a stronger basis for bootstrapping and
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improving program impact. Currently, the research supporting many of the parent-focused programs,
particularly home visiting, can be criticized for weak research designs that lack robust controls for
selection effects. Without a randomized control group, there is a significant danger that sub-groups of
parents who are highly motivated to invest in their children’s education participate in the intervention —
an effect of parent investment that is not controlled in many of the quasi-experimental control groups
that have been employed. Hence, it becomes difficult to know whether the positive effects are due to
the characteristics of the parents who decided to participate or due to the program itself. For this
reason, the use of more rigorous, randomized trials is important.

In addition, research designs should examine different facets of the program, in order to better
understand factors underlying success (or failure) to make an impact. Assessing the process of program
implementation is important, in order to understand barriers to implementation and in order to
determine how well the intervention was implemented and what features of the program created
implementation challenges. Assessing proximal variables, such as changes in parenting skills targeted by
the program, and their impact as mediators of improvements in child school readiness skills will help
strengthen theoretical models of critical change processes. Factors that may serve as predictors of
intervention impact also deserve further study, such as the impact of the experience, credentials, and
training of home visitors. In addition, ongoing exploration of factors that might moderate program
effectiveness is important. For example, programs might vary in impact depending upon the age or
developmental status of the child (Landry et al., 2008), the ethnicity or cultural beliefs of the parents
(Brooks-Gunn & Markman, 2005), or the risk status of the parents (Olds, Robinson et al., 2004).

Summary. Early childhood interventions appear critical in order to reduce the delays in school
readiness associated with poverty, and in order to prevent the growing gap in achievement that results
in life-long educational, economic, and health disparities for children growing up in adverse

circumstances. Early childhood parenting interventions have considerable potential to reduce this gap,
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given research documenting the important role that parents play in the development of school
readiness skills. The current findings from parent interventions might best be viewed as a promissory
note — evidence of “proof of concept” that parenting can be improved with benefits for children. On the
other hand, when evaluated in the context of rigorous randomized-controlled trials, the effects of early
parenting interventions on school readiness outcomes are small and inconsistent. In the coming years,
the challenge for researchers and practitioners is to strengthen and refine parenting interventions, in

order to increase their impact on child school readiness and academic attainment.
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