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WO OF THE NEWEST PROJECTS at the Frank Porter Graham

Child Development Center and the National Center for Early

Development & Learning are creating models to increase fam-
ily involvement and empowerment in early childhood arenas.

THE PARENT LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT PROJECT is developing a
cadre of parents to fill a variety of advocacy and advisory roles with
state and local agencies and organizations.

THE COMMUNITY-BASED MODEL FOR IMPROVING EARLY CHILDHOOD
PRACTICES AND POLICIES PROJECT will integrate parents into the
planning process of local Smart Start partnerships in North
Carolina.

Both projects build on a growing body of research showing the effi-
cacy of involving parents and other family members in all aspects
of planning, delivering, and evaluating early education and inter-
vention services. “Developing strong parent-professional alliances
is a critical first step in improving the quality and cultural respon-
siveness of services to children and families,” explains FPG
Researcher Pat Wesley, co-principal investigator of the Parent
Leadership project.

Here’s a closer look at these two projects, each of which is develop-
ing a model that can be replicated by local communities, agencies,
and education partnerships.

Parent Leadership
Comprehensive, high-quality, individualized early care and inter-
vention for children with disabilities now require simultaneous

Putting
in the

attention to child development, community building, professional
development, and family involvement. Virginia Buysse, another
FPG researcher and co-principal investigator of the Parent
Leadership Development Project, says, “Families should be con-
sidered essential advisors in public policy, research, personnel
preparation, and program development, as well partners is all
aspects of their children’s care and education”

The Parent Leadership project is recruiting 72 parents and other
family members of children with disabilities interested in devel-
oping or improving partnerships with professionals. These par-
ents will receive intensive training, including follow-up activities
to develop leadership skills. This cadre will then be linked to
institutions of higher learning and organizations and agencies
providing early education, early intervention, and family support
services.

Although many professionals recognize the value of having fami-
lies serve as consultants, advisors, and members of boards and
committees, there are a number of barriers.

m Logistical problems such as lack of transportation or difficulty
in making child care arrangements and balancing family
needs
Administrative constraints
Lack of money for parent reimbursement
Parent’s lack of knowledge or experience with leadership roles
Limited opportunities and support for parents in these posi-
tions
= Inadequate representation of the full spectrum of families

who participate in early intervention
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“Our assumption is that most early intervention professionals
already understand the importance of collaborating with families,
but lack effective strategies for putting this philosophy into prac-
tice,” explains Wesley. Project participants will represent diversity
of culture, language, family constellations (single parents, teenage
parents, foster parents, grandparents) and socioeconomic
resources.

OTHER FEATURES OF THE MODEL

m A series of leadership retreats for parents focusing on informa-
tion about early care and intervention systems to increase par-
ent leadership skills

m Follow-up activities with parents as they implement action
plans to expand their partnerships with professionals and
develop individual portfolios

m Production of a Parent Leadership Directory, a Facilitator’s
Guide to Parent Leadership Development, and a videotape about
parent leadership roles

m Helping professional organizations, programs, and agencies
across North Carolina meet their goals to increase parent rep-
resentation and involvement

m A comprehensive program evaluation and dissemination of
findings to a wide audience

The Parent Leadership project is funded for 3 years by the U.S.
Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs.

Model to aid Smart Start
The Community-Based Model for Improving Early Childhood
Practices and Policies is aimed at developing specific guidelines,

tools, and strategies for involving families in reforming early child-
hood policies and practices. Specifically, the study will work with
the NC Partnership for Children, which oversees a statewide child-
hood initiative known as “Smart Start” Smart Start is a public-
private initiative and is not just one program,; it’s many. Local
Smart Start partnerships of parents, educators, child care
providers, nonprofits, churches, and business people plan how to
improve (or provide, in some cases) local child care, health care,
and family services to children under the age of six. (See related
story on page 15.)

Pam Winton, director of the project, says that Smart Start evalua-
tion studies have shown that a particular challenge for communi-
ties is implementing the state requirement that families be involved
in the planning process. “People know it’s important, but it’s really
hard and because of that sometimes they give up. An immediate
need is the development of a technical assistance model, and that’s
what we're doing. The involvement of families is based on the
assumption that families have unique perspectives about gaps in
systems and solutions that are likely to work. Without these per-
spectives, it is felt that plans likely will promote the status quo,” she
explained.

PROMOTING INVOLVEMENT
Researchers have posed these questions:
= What are strategies for meaningfully involving families in deci-
sion-making?
= What are strategies for providing current, relevant early child-
hood research data to stakeholder groups, including families?
continued on next page
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= What processes lead to shared knowledge and values among
different stakeholder groups, including families?

= What are strategies to meaningfully identify the needs of fami-
lies and children in ways that lead to realistic plans for change?

= How can family involvement in making improvements in early
childhood programs and policies be monitored and evaluated?

A participatory evaluation approach is based on the needs and
perspectives of the NC Partnership for Children and local Smart
Start participants, including families. The study is in two phases.
During Phase 1, which is taking place now, information is being
gathered about ways to involve families and the effectiveness of
those strategies.

Data collection includes interviews with key informants, including
families; observations of board meetings; document reviews, and
surveys. Researchers will examine the relationship between family
involvement in decision-making with positive outcomes for children
and families. According to Winton, this is a missing piece of evi-
dence in the field now. “We believe that family involvement in deci-
sion-making is important. We also know it is challenging to
implement and requires time, money and resources. If we could
document the ways that it makes a difference, then we would know
it is worth the time and money to enlist and support family partici-
pation. This evidence would encourage community leaders to make
that extra effort” During Phase 2, the researchers will work in part-
nership with local communities in developing a model that supports
family involvement.

This project is part of the Research to Practice Strand of the National
Center for Early Development and Learning, which is administrative-
ly based at UNC-Chapel Hill. Winton is director of the strand and also
a FPG researcher. Researchers at FPG have been involved in a number

of Smart Start studies and projects over the years. €
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credit. Those in the middle are less
likely to receive any federal benefit.

that at 15
months boys
received less
responsive care
than girls in both
child-care homes
and centers. This
suggests that sex
may be a particu-
larly salient child
characteristic,

= Nonmaternal income tended to be
negatively related to the hours per
week that children were in child care,
whereas mothers’ income was posi-
tively related to the hours that chil-
dren were in child care.

= In contrast to families whose infants

Key findings from the
NICHD family study

Overall, family economics, rather than
other demographic characteristics,
account for both the amount and kind of
nonmaternal care that infants receive,
according to a study by the NICHD Early
Child Care Research Network. Among the

authors of that study, published in the
Journal of Marriage and the Family (May,
1997), was Martha Cox, a FPG researcher.

Other key findings of the study, which
examined 1,281 children in 10 locations
around the U.S., include:

n A startling finding with regard to
the quality of nonmaternal care was

even in toddlers.
Further, that such differences were
observed with unrelated caregivers
but not with relatives suggests that
fathers and grandparents may be
responding more sensitively to the
unique characteristics of the children
in their care, but care providers who
are not relatives may be responding
more stereotypically to children.

Children at the lowest and highest
income levels received higher quality
care than those in the middle. This
pattern is consistent with early find-
ings for centers serving preschool
children. One reason may be that the
care for children from families with
very low incomes is often directly
subsidized, and families with higher
incomes receive a child-care tax

began to receive care before they
were 2 months old and who were
more dependent on mothers' income
than any other families studied, fami-
lies whose children entered care
between 3 and 5 months of age had
relatively high nonmaternal income,
as well as the higher mothers’ income
of any group. These families also
tended to have fewer children, bet-
ter-educated mothers, and mothers
who scored higher on measures of
extraversion and agreeableness.

» Demographic variables other than
income were not good predictors of
the amount of nonmaternal care
received by children at 6 and 15
months of age.
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