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The Paradox of Parent Interventions and Parent 

Engagement 

ÅEncouraging research on how to improve parenting, but overall impact on 

highest risk parents has been small.

ÅRates of attrition and intervention dosage vary widely, especially as program 

duration and risk increases

ÅEven the best interventions will struggle to make an impact if the parents drop 

out or are disengaged.
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The Challenge of Parenting Interventions

To keep families with 

multiple risks and stressors:

ÅEnrolled

ÅActively engaged 

ÅImplementing strategies 

throughout daily routines



Parent Engagement

ÅEngagement influenced by parent, provider, and program 

factors

ÅProgram factors known to impact engagement:

ïContent focus on Child Development and Parent-Child 

Interactions

ïProcess includes active coaching and parent practice

ïChild-focused activities
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What Role can Cell Phones Play?
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In a randomized trial, mothers in cell phone 

group:

Å Greater engagement

Å Lower attrition 

Cell phones enhanced effects of parenting 

intervention at post-intervention, 6- and 12-month 

follow-up

Å Improvements in use of parenting skills

Å Decreases in depression and parenting 

stress

Å Improvements in child cooperative and 

adaptive behavior
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Child Language and Communication
Hart & Risley:

ÅMeaningful Differences in Everyday Experiences of Young 
American Children (1995)

ÅSocial World of Children Learning to Talk (1999)
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Disparities in Childrenôs Early Vocabulary Growth
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The Word Gap:  

By 4 years of age, some children heard 

as many as 45 million words, 

but others heard only 13 million. 

Parents of children who had the

largest vocabularies at 36 months:

VTalked more often 

V Interacted more

VAsked open-ended questions 

VUsed fewer prohibitions



Some persistent, troubling facts:

ÅChildren who are poor readers by the end of first grade almost 

never acquire average-level reading skills by the end of 

elementary school.

ÅOn average, children from low-income families enter kindergarten

more than one year below national norms in pre-reading and 

language skills.



Evidence for Promoting Communication 

Strategies

ÅPC Strategies build parent capacity to 

promote infant/toddler communication

ïWhen parents use PC Strategies with fidelity, 

we see improvements in child language

ïReplicated in child care, early intervention 

settings

ÅEstablished importance of fidelity of 

intervention delivery to child outcomes 

ÅProject Engage extends this evidence 

base, and examines added benefit of 

text messaging
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Project Objectives

ÅProject Engage examined how cellular 

phones can be used by home visitors to:

ïImprove parent engagement

ïIncrease intervention dosage of PC 

Strategies

ïIncrease parentsô use of language 

promoting strategies

ïImprove the early child language 

outcomes
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Partner Programs

ÅSoutheast Kansas Community 

Action Program Early Head Start

ÅProject EAGLE Early Head Start

ÅWyandotte County Infant-Toddler 

Services (Part C)

Å50 Home Visitors 

Å39 delivered text 

messaging intervention

13



Parent/Child Inclusion Criteria

ÅEnrolled in EHS home visiting, 

and/or Part C early intervention 

ÅChild 6-30 months of age

ÅPrimary language was English 

or Spanish

ÅHad use of a cell phone with 

text messaging
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Study Design: Random Assignment

Promoting Communication (PC) 
Strategies

ÅNaturalistic PC strategies 

delivered during weekly home 

visits

ÅStrategies embedded across 

daily routines

ÅSelf-monitoring and graphic 

feedback for parents

Cell-Phone Enhanced Promoting 
Communication Strategies

ÅPC Strategies, PLUS

ÅText Messages (5/week)

ïFocus on PC Strategies 

ïAdditional TMs focus on 

family goals, scheduling, 

social support, 

resources/referrals
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Promoting Communication Strategies

ÅEnvironmental Arrangement

ÅFollow Childôs Lead

ÅComment and Label

ÅImitate and Expand

ÅOpen-Ended Questions

ÅTime-delay

ÅPositive Attention

ÅProviding Choices
16

Strategies based on Responsive Teaching, 

Prelinguistic and Milieu Teaching Strategies



Promoting Communication Resources
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ÅIntervention Coach

ÅVideo clips: DVD/web site

ÅManual

ÅActivity Cards 

ÅPoster

ÅSelf-checks

ÅGraphic feedback 

ÅImplementation reports (home visitors)

ÅEnglish/Spanish



Embedding PC Strategies into

Home Visit Activities

ÅHome visitors incorporate PC Strategies in home 

visiting activities and work toward family goals

ÅUsed across daily routines: Play, Books, Meals, 

Bath

ÅIndividualized to familiesô needs and capacity

ÅGraphs provide feedback

ÅSelf-Checks used to self-monitor, prompt 

discussion 

ÅIntervention Coaches support Home Visitors
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PC Poster and 

Activity Cards
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PC Graph Example
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Å Visual depiction of 

progress

Å Prompt discussion of 

successes, challenges, 

and goals



Cell Phone Intervention Enhancement

ÅPC Strategies: conducted with all families during 

home visits, PLUS

ÅText Messaging: For families randomly assigned to                        

the texting group:

ïHome Visitors and coaches instructed to send 5 Texts per week 

ÅMon - Fri: HV sent 3 texts tailored to family and goals

ÅSat & Sun: Coach sent 2 texts related to language/communication

ïFocus is primarily on PC Strategies

ïTexts may also relate to other family goals, supportive messages, 

referrals, free/low cost resources, and to schedule/confirm visits

ïSent via EZTexting
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Text Message Menu

ÅProvided Text Message Menu with texts in 

Spanish and English

ÅExtensive menu, including messages 

adapted from HV program curriculum      

(e.g., Growing Great Kids, Reading is 

Fundamental) 

ÅHome Visitors encouraged to individualize 

text messages, and link to home visits and 

family goals
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