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1

EARLY CHILDHOOD
INTERVENTIONS:
VIEWS FROM THE FIELD

On June 24-25, 1999, the Committee on
Integrating the Science of Early Childhood
Development of the Board on Children,
Youth, and Families of the National Re-
search Council/National Academy of Sci-
ences and the Institute of Medicine con-
vened a workshop for researchers and
practitioners to examine the underlying
knowledge base that informs current best
practices in early childhood services, from
the prenatal period to school entry.  The
workshop was designed to provide an open
forum in which leading authorities could
discuss the diversity of working assumptions,
theories of change, and views about child
development and early intervention that
currently shape a wide variety of social poli-
cies and service delivery systems  for young
children and their families.  A central ob-
jective was to test the hypothesis that, de-
spite the extensive fragmentation of early
childhood service delivery and intervention
research, this multidimensional field is
guided by a common, convergent body of
knowledge, derived from a rich mixture of
theory, empirical research, and “practical”
professional experience.

This workshop is part of the informa-
tion-gathering activities that have informed
the work of the committee.  It is the
committee’s task to conduct a formal re-
search synthesis based on a systematic re-
view of the empirical literature.  Its full

report, which will include consensus state-
ments about the scientific literature on early
child development and intervention, will
offer insights about areas of convergence,
issues that remain hotly debated, and criti-
cal gaps in the knowledge base that guides
developmental promotion and early child-
hood intervention.

Workshop participants were selected to
represent the following distinct service
streams: primary health care; child care/
early education; programs for children living
under conditions of poverty; child welfare
services, including foster care and adoption;
substance abuse treatment programs; inter-
ventions for children with, or at risk for,
developmental disabilities; and child mental
health services.  Drawing on the diversity of
perspectives around the table, the workshop
planners sought to elicit both common
themes that cut across multiple service
streams and issues that are unique to specific
areas of service delivery.  Within this frame-
work, participants were asked to summarize
the cutting-edge knowledge in their respec-
tive fields and encouraged to differentiate
knowledge derived empirically through
systematic investigation from knowledge

I think we have come a very,
very long way in three or four

decades. . . . I think the answer
is clearly yes, development can

be changed.
Craig Ramey
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based largely on either theory or profes-
sional experience.

It is equally important to understand
what the workshop was not designed to
accomplish.  First, it did not conduct a for-
mal or comprehensive analysis of the scien-
tific literature on early childhood develop-
ment.  Second, it did not engage in a
systematic evaluation of the empirical evi-
dence regarding the efficacy or effectiveness
of intervention services.  Third, it did not
generate specific recommendations.  Rather,
the workshop participants were asked to
draw on their understanding of the existing
science base in order to characterize the
body of knowledge that guides the design,
delivery, and evaluation of contemporary
early childhood services. Consistent with
the committee’s charge, the workshop fo-
cused on the period from conception to
school entry, and therefore did not cover
school-age children.

To ensure productive interaction among
the workshop participants, each invited
speaker was asked to respond in writing to a
set of questions that were provided in ad-
vance of the meeting.  All responses were
distributed prior to the workshop to avoid
the need for extensive formal presentations
and to maximize the amount of time avail-
able for informal discussion.  These ques-
tions were grouped under four major topics:
(1) desired child developmental outcomes;
(2) family characteristics that influence
child development and are amenable to
intervention; (3) community characteristics
that influence child development and are

amenable to intervention; and (4) the es-
sential features of effective service programs.

The workshop program was organized
around three panel discussions and a con-
cluding integrative session.  The first panel
focused on universal services designed to
promote child health and development,
including primary health care and child
care/early education.  The second panel
focused on targeted interventions designed
to address family-centered vulnerability,
such as programs for children living under
conditions of poverty and child welfare
services.  The third panel focused on spe-
cialized interventions designed to address
child-centered vulnerability (such as pro-
grams for children with, or at risk for, devel-
opmental disabilities) and children’s mental
health services.  The workshop concluded
with an integrative discussion designed to
identify converging themes, specify areas of
disagreement, examine distinctions among
service streams, and explore the proposition
that the broad diversity of early childhood
policies and programs is informed by a
shared, common knowledge base.

This report summarizes the major
themes that emerged over the two-day
meeting.  Differences in the level of detail
provided for each theme reflect the amount
of attention each received.  Quotations
were culled from the written materials pre-
pared by each participant and the rich dis-
cussion that ensued during the workshop.

 During the course of the workshop discus-
sions, two underlying perspectives became
increasingly apparent.  The first was the con-
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siderable extent to which participants viewed
early childhood issues through a disciplinary
lens.  Each of these lenses was crafted by a
distinct research base; a unique historical
experience with regard to program design,
service implementation, and funding streams;
and a characteristic set of professionally guided
beliefs.  The second perspective was rooted in
the pervasive influence of personal and profes-
sional values.  Thus, although the workshop
participants did not always agree on their
interpretation of the existing science base,
they shared a fundamental investment in the
health and well-being of young children and a
deep sense of responsibility to use knowledge
derived from theory, empirical research, and
practical experience to enhance the quality of
their lives.

Within this context, the workshop for-
mat generated considerable creative tension
between the desire for structured discussion
and the richness of free-wheeling conversa-
tion.  Nevertheless, the focus remained on
the task at hand—to bring together a group
of experts from a wide variety of service
domains to differentiate knowledge from
beliefs, and to explore the underlying sci-
ence of developmental promotion and early
childhood intervention.

In two days of lively interchange, the
workshop participants shared their convic-
tion that human development is influenced
by the continuous and inextricable interplay
between genetics and experience, and that
structured interventions can affect the prob-
ability (i.e., “shift the odds”) of achieving
more desirable outcomes.  They generally
agreed on aspects of early childhood devel-

opment that can and should be changed,
although they did not always agree on what
it takes to achieve specific impacts.  The
most pervasive concept articulated through-
out the proceedings was the universally
supported view of child development as a
continuous process influenced by reciprocal
transactions between children and their
caregivers, caregivers and the caregiving
environment, caregiving environment and
an array of external systems.  The cumula-
tive effects of these transactions over time
were seen to contribute to the complexity of
human development and the poor predict-
ability of individual developmental path-
ways.

Perhaps most important, despite fre-
quent disagreements about the strength of
the underlying science, there was general
agreement on the substance and focus of the
body of knowledge that currently informs
policy and practice across a wide diversity of
independent service systems. Although all
presenters and discussants were required to
base their contributions on credible scien-
tific evidence, specific citations have not
been included in this workshop report.
Thus, this document should be viewed as a
reflection of the views expressed by the
workshop participants, and not as a defini-
tive assessment of the science of develop-
mental promotion and early childhood in-
tervention.  We hope it will provide a
departure point for other efforts to build a
shared knowledge base that can guide
greater cross-fertilization among policies and
programs designed to improve the well-
being and life prospects of young children.
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DEFINING CHILD
COMPETENCE AND
WELL-BEING

Workshop participants were asked to
provide a critical synthesis of the current
knowledge base that underlies early child-
hood intervention policies and services in
order to address the following questions:
What assumptions are made about the na-
ture of the child for whom each field is pro-
viding services? What child outcomes is
each service stream hoping to change, and
through what processes? For which children,
at what points during development, are
programs most effective in counteracting
disadvantage and promoting health and
well-being?  What biological and social risk
factors serve as a focus for service delivery,
and what protective factors and sources of
resilience do services aim to foster? How
does one decide what is open to modifica-
tion versus when to accommodate to a con-
dition or situation?  What have we learned
about the extent of change in developmen-
tal trajectories that can be accomplished
during early childhood? Are some subgroups
of children more susceptible to positive
change than others?  What is each field
currently measuring with regard to processes
and outcomes, and what should it be able to
measure in the future?

Notwithstanding the differences gener-
ated by their diverse disciplinary perspec-
tives and early intervention experiences, the
workshop participants identified a common

set of principles to define child competence
and well-being.

• The first principle is that the process
of development is complex, nonlinear, and
characterized by unexpected bumps, turns,
openings, detours, unimpeded pathways,
and insurmountable obstacles.  Related to
this characterization are the notions that
there are multiple pathways to competence
and that individual predictions are ex-
tremely difficult to make with any reason-
able level of confidence, particularly in the
early childhood period and especially over
the long term.

• The second principle is the marked
heterogeneity of children and families, the
wide variations in their demonstrated abili-
ties, and the limitations of viewing all child
functioning within the context of a simple
developmental continuum.  Related to this
concept are the often blurred distinctions
among persistent disabilities, transient
maturational delays, and individual differ-
ences within the broad range of typical de-
velopment.

• The third principle identified is the
interplay among sources of vulnerability and
resilience, and their interactive influences
on developmental pathways as children
move through the early years of life and into
middle childhood.  Related to this concept
is the notion of cumulative burdens and
buffers, rather than the importance of single
risk or protective factors, as the most potent
determinants of individual developmental
trajectories and outcomes.
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Generally speaking, the workshop par-
ticipants agreed that the central goal of
developmental promotion and early inter-
vention services is to optimize children’s
development.  Recognizing that some pro-
grams may focus on effecting changes in
families or communities as a vehicle for
enhancing child outcomes, several partici-
pants noted that positive benefits for fami-
lies may themselves be worthy outcomes.

With respect to the task of evaluating
child competence, representatives from all
of the service streams acknowledged that
traditional measures have focused largely on
the domains of cognitive, motor, and lan-
guage skills.  Workshop participants agreed,
however, that the assessment of social and
emotional development and the evaluation
of underlying functional capabilities (e.g.,
mastery motivation, exploration, play, prob-
lem-solving skills, memory, attention, and
social interaction) would enhance the value
and meaning of the evaluation process.
Implicit in this approach is the importance
of understanding how a child attempts to
master a given area of performance, how he
or she uses those skills and abilities, what is
frustrating, and what is motivating.

Notwithstanding the broad range of
disciplinary lenses and the diversity of ser-
vice system perspectives represented at the
workshop, workshop participants acknowl-
edged the central importance of three di-
mensions of child development: (1) self-
regulation, (2) the establishment of early
relationships, and (3) knowledge acquisition
and the development of specific skills.

Self-Regulation

Although most early childhood inter-
ventions traditionally have focused on cog-
nitive and preschool outcomes, there was
strong support among the workshop partici-

pants for the importance of promoting self-
regulatory behaviors beginning early in life.
Mentioned prominently in this area of con-
cern were early issues related to feeding,
sleeping, and crying; ongoing interest in
emotional reactivity, attention, and activity
level; and later focus on the behavioral di-
mensions of school readiness, such as taking
turns and following directions.

Workshop participants noted that young
children with high levels of mastery motiva-
tion, persistence, and attention to tasks
score higher on developmental measures in

If we begin to look at where the
problem is in development, I

would start with the ability to
modulate state, to go to sleep, to
wake up, to be alert. . . . The
ability to control states is the

basis for moving on to the ability
to regulate emotions.  One of the
biggest problems that we see in
the adult population is failure of

emotional regulation.
Kathryn Barnard
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kindergarten and achievement tests in third
grade.  Infants with very low birthweight
were identified as particularly vulnerable
with respect to regulatory difficulties, most
notably in their ability to handle different
levels of intensity of interaction.  The pos-
sible relation between early disorganization
and later attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder was postulated as an example of the
importance of focusing on early self-regula-
tion as a precursor to later higher-order
functioning.

The need for greater focus on emotional
regulation and social development was also
mentioned throughout the workshop ses-
sions.  There was widespread agreement
about the fundamental importance of early
relationships, not only as a secure founda-
tion for child exploration and learning but
also as a medium for caregiver support and
understanding of temperamental differences.
The importance of promoting a child’s ca-
pacity for self-regulation was viewed as a
dimension of both normative developmen-
tal promotion and therapeutic intervention
in the early childhood years.

Establishment of Early
Relationships

Workshop participants were consistent
in their conviction that the establishment
of stable and secure relationships is a central
feature of healthy human development, and

therefore a critical goal of developmental
promotion and early childhood interven-
tion.  Beginning with the infant’s attach-
ment to his or her primary caregivers, and
extending to the bonds that young children
develop with other adults, siblings, and
peers, early relationships were viewed as
both the foundation and the scaffold on

which cognitive, linguistic, emotional, and
social development unfold.  Secure attach-
ments and comfortable social interactions
were identified as both an essential base and
an ongoing context in which young chil-
dren learn about how their actions elicit
responses from others, how to explore their
environment with confidence, and how to
experience and deal constructively with a
broad range of thoughts and feelings.

When children learn that they
can trust their primary
caregiver, they develop

expectations that they can
generally trust others. . . .

Children with the expectation
that others will not be there
for them tend to behave in

ways that are consonant with
these expectations.

Mary Dozier
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Knowledge Acquisition and the
Development of Specific Skills

From its earliest beginnings, the field of
early childhood intervention has focused
considerable attention on the promotion of
cognitive-linguistic abilities and the mastery
of concrete skills.  Although most workshop
participants expressed continued support for
this goal, there was a great deal of concern
about the way in which competence has
been conceptualized and measured.  Much
of the discussion on this issue centered on
the general challenges of early developmen-
tal assessment and the specific value and
limitations of an IQ score as a measure of
intelligence.  As an alternative to relying
exclusively on traditional normative evalua-
tions of cognition, several discussants fo-
cused on the importance of assessing an
array of functional capacities that underlie
the process of knowledge acquisition, in-
cluding mastery motivation, problem-solv-
ing skills, exploratory play, and the ability
to generalize new learning from one situa-
tion to another.  Some participants empha-
sized that the key challenge for the field is
less a matter of how to define competence
and more a question of how to assess it
clinically and measure it empirically.

Linked to the global concept of knowl-
edge acquisition is the achievement of spe-
cific milestones and the development of
discrete skills.  Examples include the capac-
ity to communicate with gestures and words;
the ability to perform perceptual-motor
tasks, such as block building and writing;
the emergence and refinement of self-care

skills in feeding, dressing, and toilet use; and
the development of early literacy.  For much
of its history, the field of early childhood
intervention has focused significant atten-
tion on the facilitation and measurement of
such concrete attainments.  While acknowl-
edging that this legacy continues to domi-
nate most early childhood settings (from
generic child care centers to specialized
programs for children with environmental
and/or biological vulnerabilities), the work-
shop participants pointed out that greater
importance should be placed on the social
and emotional aspects of development, and
on the assessment of underlying functional
behaviors rather than simply the mastery of
observable skills.

In this context, the high-stakes concept
of school readiness was explored.  Some
discussants questioned the developmental
appropriateness of any attempts to assess
“work-oriented” skills during the preschool
years.  Several participants questioned the
conventional meaning of “readiness” and
referenced the perspectives of kindergarten
teachers who identify the behavioral re-
quirements of the school environment
(positive peer interactions, remembering
and following directions, etc.) as more im-
portant indicators than the mastery of a set
of traditional preacademic skills, such as
knowledge of letters, numbers, and shapes.
Although participants agreed about the
need to rethink what it means to be
“ready” for school, they did not agree on a
set of evidence-based criteria to inform its
measurement.

Finally, workshop participants acknowl-
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rally to a discussion of family characteristics
that warrant consideration in the design,
implementation, and evaluation of early
intervention programs.

FAMILY FACTORS THAT
INFLUENCE EARLY
DEVELOPMENT

Workshop participants were asked to
reflect critically on the current knowledge
base in order to address the following ques-
tions: What is the nature of the family and
family processes that are the focus of ser-
vices in each field? If not the direct focus of
intervention, what is the role of the family
in each area of service delivery? What fam-
ily outcomes is each field hoping to change
and through what processes?  For which
families, in which situations, are services
most critical, and why?  How does one de-
cide which aspects of family functioning are
open to change and when to accommodate
to existing circumstances?  What is each
field currently measuring with regard to
processes and outcomes at this level of
analysis and what should it be able to mea-
sure in the future?

Because families are recognized as the
primary caregiving context for young chil-
dren, all contemporary early intervention
policies and programs look to the family
(both as a unit and as a collection of indi-
viduals) as an important mediator of devel-
opmental outcomes.  Important influences
are hypothesized to result from a mixture of

edged that relations exist among early skill
acquisition, the mastery of preschool devel-
opmental tasks, and later educational
achievement.  Notwithstanding the wide
variety of disciplines and service system
perspectives seated around the table, there
was broad support for an assessment strategy
that moves beyond a checklist of conven-
tional milestones to include evaluations of
the child’s capacity to achieve greater self-
regulation, form personal relationships, and
make meaning of his or her world.  The
centrality of the family in facilitating early
child competence in these areas led natu-

Interviews with kindergarten
teachers about what they
thought was important for

success [found that] they did not
mention many of the skills that
are measured by readiness tests.
They didn’t talk about colors.

They didn’t talk about numbers.
They talked about work-oriented
skills and social skills. . . . And

what are these? They are
abilities like being

able to take your turn,
remembering the directions the
teacher gave you, and keeping

up with your work.
Dale Farran
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transactions involving parents, siblings, and
extended family members.  The develop-
mental process of parenting also evolves, as
childrearing philosophies and styles are
shaped by the personalities and behaviors of
both children and adults.

As was found in the discussion on child
outcomes, despite the diversity of perspec-
tives around the table, the workshop partici-
pants reached rapid agreement on a com-
mon set of family characteristics as
appropriate targets for early intervention
efforts.  These include: (1) parent-child
relationships and interactive styles, (2) fam-
ily status and function, and (3) cultural
values and beliefs.

Parent-Child Relationships and
Interactive Styles

In view of the long-standing paucity of
substantive interaction among programs
that target children living in poverty, ser-
vices for children with developmental dis-
abilities, preschool mental health services,
and child welfare services (including foster
care), it is particularly striking that both
researchers and service providers in each of
these fields have identified the parent-child
relationship as the linchpin of effective
intervention.  Although some questioned
whether there are sufficient data to demon-
strate the strength and durability of long-
term impacts, workshop participants noted
that voluminous research demonstrates the
powerful positive influence of nurturing,
growth promoting, mutually responsive
mother-child interactions on the health and

It is assumed that when
children come to school they are

already able to use adults as
sources of information,

discipline, and enjoyment.  This
is only the case if their families
or other consistent caregivers

have set the stage.  The quality
of early care lays the

groundwork for the capacity to
love and to use other humans as
a source of comfort, hope, and

guidance.
Barbara Bowman

development of young children.  Con-
versely, the adverse impacts of abusive or
neglectful relationships have been well
documented, as has the possibility of effect-
ing beneficial change through appropriate
and timely intervention.  The workshop
discussions on this issue raised particular
concern about the risk for young children
whose primary caregivers exhibit difficulties
that are beyond the therapeutic capabilities
of conventional early childhood programs.
Most prominent in this regard are maternal
depression, substance abuse, and the per-
sonal consequences of domestic violence,
including post-traumatic stress.

Extensive research conducted over the
past several decades has provided rich docu-
mentation of the mutual influences that
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caregivers and young children have on each
other.  Caregiver characteristics that pro-
mote healthy child development include
warmth, nurturance, stability, predictability,
and contingent responsiveness.  Child char-
acteristics that influence the nature of their
interactions with their caregivers include
predictability of behavior, social responsive-
ness, readability of cues, activity level, and
mood.  Caregiver behavior may be affected
adversely by immaturity or inexperience,
low educational attainment, or mental
health problems (e.g., depression, anxiety)
related to family violence, substance abuse,
economic stress, or constitutional illness.
Child behavior may be affected adversely by
prematurity, poor nutrition, illness, disabil-
ity, or temperamental difficulties.

Beyond the salience of any particular
attribute (either positive or negative), the
quality of the caregiver-child relationship is
influenced most often by the “goodness of
fit” between the styles of each.  An infant
who cries frequently and is difficult to con-
sole may elicit a variety of responses (e.g.,
patience and comforting behaviors, anger,
withdrawal) which, in turn, may lead to a
range of social and emotional outcomes.  A
high-energy, demanding toddler may elicit
exasperation and erratic discipline-setting
from an overwhelmed parent, or a reinforc-
ing and goal-directed response from a parent
who views such behavior as the mark of
ambition in a child who “knows her own
mind.” Young children with developmental
disabilities may be less responsive to interac-
tion and their cues may be more difficult to
read, thereby requiring a more resourceful

caregiver.  While some infants who are
placed in foster care after one year of age
tend to push their caregivers away, a sensi-
tive foster parent can reach out and support
the development of a secure attachment.

In all of these circumstances, the nature
of the caregiver’s response is critical and
may be a stronger determinant of subse-
quent development than the child’s intrin-
sic temperament.  Thus, helping mothers
(and fathers as well) to understand their
child’s unique features and providing guid-
ance on how to build a mutually rewarding
relationship, one that both facilitates the
child’s development and promotes a sense of
parental well-being, are common goals
shared by a wide variety of early childhood
programs.  Because the research literature is
overwhelmingly dominated by studies of
children’s interactions with their mothers,
several workshop participants expressed a
clear need for greater attention to the im-
pacts of fathers and nonparental primary
caregivers.

Despite the marked heterogeneity of
children, families, and service models that
characterizes the early childhood field, the
central importance of early relationships is
universally acknowledged across systems.
Several workshop participants emphasized
the extent to which positive interactions
during the first years of life tend to be linked
with better subsequent cognitive abilities for
typically developing children, as well as for
children at risk because of environmental or
biological factors.  Examples included the
importance of early mother-child interac-
tions as mediators of the effects of recurrent
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otitis media (an infection or inflammation
of the middle ear) on language comprehen-
sion, methadone exposure on cognitive
performance, and premature birth on overall
developmental outcomes.

Low income can create a particularly
stressful context for caregiving, one in
which positive interactions with children
are threatened and punitive or otherwise
negative relationships may result.  Central
to these concerns is the reported high
prevalence of such disorders as maternal
depression, attachment difficulties, and
post-traumatic stress.  The stresses experi-
enced by mothers living in poverty can
serve to undermine their development of
empathy, sensitivity, and responsiveness to
their children, which in turn can lead to
diminished learning opportunities and
poorer developmental outcomes.

Finally, several workshop participants
noted that parents’ views about their child’s
competence are an important dimension of
their relationship and a potentially impor-
tant moderator of child outcomes.  As such,
parental beliefs may influence a wide range
of caregiving behaviors, including specific
childrearing practices (e.g., discipline and
limit-setting) and how they structure the
home environment (e.g., for learning oppor-
tunities).  Within this context, high expec-
tations regarding performance and positive
aspirations for the future may be either
growth-promoting or emotionally debilitat-
ing, depending on the degree to which they
are realistic and conveyed in a facilitating
manner.  Low expectations often communi-
cate a resignation to failure that can convey

a powerful and ultimately self-fulfilling mes-
sage.  These issues are important for all chil-
dren, whether or not they are dealing with
the challenges of a developmental disability
or a stressful family environment.

Family Status and Function

The most widely cited and well-docu-
mented finding in the early childhood inter-
vention literature is the strong correlation
between socioeconomic status and child
health and development.  Specifically, chil-
dren in families with lower incomes and
lower maternal education are at greater risk
for poorer outcomes on a broad range of
variables, including school failure, learning
disabilities, behavior problems, mental re-
tardation, developmental delay, and health
impairments.  Low-income children of racial
or ethnic minority groups are particularly
vulnerable.  Less well appreciated is the
disproportionate prevalence of children
with biologically based developmental dis-
abilities in low-income and less educated
families.

Workshop participants acknowledged
the significance of these patterns, but were
clear in their conviction that demographic
markers alone provide limited guidance for
effective interventions.  In this context,
participants noted the importance of focus-
ing on within-group variability and indi-
vidual differences among children and fami-
lies in the design and evaluation of early
childhood policies and programs.

Related to the salience of differences
within demographic groups is the impor-
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tance of individual family functioning as a
significant influence on the health and de-
velopment of young children.  Workshop
participants drew attention to both the
protective effects of family cohesion and the
negative consequences of significant dis-
cord.  Particular concerns were raised about
the powerful adverse impacts of family vio-
lence and parental substance abuse.  For
example, children who witness domestic
violence, or who are the victims of physical
abuse directly, experience serious conse-
quences, such as psychosomatic disorders,
anxiety, fears, sleep disruption, excessive
crying, and school problems.

Several discussants emphasized the in-

fluence of a family’s quality of life (e.g.,
emotional well-being, level of personal con-
trol, life satisfaction, and interpersonal rela-
tionships) as another important protective
or risk factor for both child and family out-
comes.  For those living in poverty, stress is
presumed to be ubiquitous.  Families who
have a child with a disability face additional
challenges, but successful adaptation has
been shown to be common.  The consider-
able variability among and within popula-
tion subgroups makes any broad generaliza-
tions particularly dangerous.

Despite widespread acknowledgment of
the correlation between family status vari-
ables and child development, there was less
agreement about the extent to which inter-
ventions that are focused primarily on adult
family members result in measurable
changes in their children.  For example,
several studies have linked parenting educa-
tion efforts to improved caregiving behav-
iors, greater safety in the home, and in-
creased use of child health care systems, but
they have not been accompanied by signifi-
cant impacts on measured child outcomes.
Similarly, programs that target literacy or
the achievement of a high school equiva-
lency diploma for mothers of young children
have rarely produced statistically significant
gains in child performance, although some
studies have shown positive correlations
between changing maternal employment
status and children’s test scores.  After an
extended discussion about the quality of the
knowledge base in this area, the workshop
participants agreed that, although the rela-
tion between family status and child perfor-

Poverty, substance abuse, and
mental health problems are risks
that often complicate individual

developmental trajectories.
While some families can use
education and/or traditional

therapies to build a responsive
environment for their children,

many others depend upon
creating new social contexts.

Employment counseling,
housing relocation, and new
social reference groups are

important variables to consider
if change is to occur.

Barbara Bowman
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mance is conceptually and empirically
strong, the science of promoting child de-
velopment through changing family circum-
stances is relatively primitive

Cultural Values and Beliefs

The importance of culture as a context
that shapes human development is another
well-established principle recognized by
workshop participants.  The empirical
knowledge base available to inform early
childhood policies and practices in this
regard, however, appears to be relatively
thin.  Culture influences child development
by creating an environment of values and
beliefs that shapes parenting practices,
guides socialization, and frames expectations
for children.  Through the vehicles of lan-
guage, communication styles, religious be-
liefs, family values, customs, food prefer-
ences, and taboos, culture provides both a
context for children’s experiences and the
translation of those experiences into their
daily lives.

For some groups in the United States,
cultural differences may result in early pat-
terns of development that differ from the
expectations of mainstream public schools.
In such circumstances, greater sensitivity to
cultural and linguistic diversity is imperative
in order to avoid inappropriate (and often
self-fulfilling) diagnostic labeling.  In some
cases, different patterns of childrearing and
disagreement on the criteria for defining
maltreatment can result in highly sensitive
challenges for the child welfare system.
Families from different cultures also have

different beliefs about disability and mental
illness, which may influence service delivery
strategies and the developmental course of a
child with special needs.  Although each of
the diverse service streams represented at
the workshop acknowledged the central
importance of “cultural competence” as a
cornerstone of state-of-the-art practice,
much of the underlying science remains to
be developed.

COMMUNITY FACTORS THAT
INFLUENCE EARLY
DEVELOPMENT

Workshop participants were next asked
to reflect critically on current knowledge in
order to address the following questions:
What is each field’s working model of com-
munity-level impacts on early childhood
development? What influences on the child
and family require attention in attempts to
provide services? What is each field’s work-

To the extent that interventions
are perceived as culturally

relevant and welcomed, they are
more likely to be valued, used,

and incorporated into
participants’ everyday lives.

Craig Ramey
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on child health and development range
from the positive effects of an environment
rich in social capital to the adverse influ-
ences of one that is burdened by poverty,
violence, substance abuse, and other threats
to human survival.  The benefits that sup-
portive community settings can bring to the
lives of children with significant disabilities
and their families have been well docu-
mented.  In contrast, extremely impover-
ished neighborhoods have been demon-
strated to have particularly harsh impacts on
child and family well-being, regardless of a
child’s intrinsic capacities.  Beyond a cer-
tain level, however, as the quality of a
neighborhood improves, its measurable
influences on average family functioning
appear to be less dramatic.

Workshop participants agreed that child
outcomes are influenced by a complex inter-
play among family and community vari-
ables.  Several discussants referred to studies
that have shown that children growing up
in comparable high-risk environments have
similar IQ levels, despite their exposure to
varying caregiver interaction styles.  Re-
search has also documented that
preschoolers often adopt gender-specific
roles that they learn from the broader envi-
ronment, despite their parents’ promotion of
gender-neutral concepts.  The adverse im-
pacts of concentrated risk found in homoge-
neous communities in which a high per-
centage of public school children come from
families living in poverty are particularly
problematic.

Echoing the discussion on family influ-
ences, several discussants noted that it may

We have to be really careful
about this idea that all of the

effects of living in a high-poverty
environment are mediated

through the behaviors of the
parents.  I don’t think parents

can actually buffer their
children against many of these
effects, even when they really
try. We need to think about

the broader context and about
how society supports parents to

do a better job.
Dale Farran

ing model of how community factors influ-
ence the design, implementation, and effec-
tiveness of services? How is current thinking
about these issues informing the nature of
services in each area of expertise? What role
is played by the institutional context in
which services are delivered? What, if any,
community resources must be in place and
linkages must be made in order to foster
effectiveness? What is each field currently
measuring at this level of analysis and what
should it be able to measure in the future?

The concept of community has been
defined in multiple ways—as a network of
social connections, a target for resource
allocation, or simply a physical space.  The
hypothesized impacts of community factors
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be easier to modify the behavior of young
children than it is to change their neighbor-
hood environment.  Nevertheless, the work-
shop participants discussed the importance
of broader community variables and agreed
that these contextual issues have been diffi-
cult to measure.  Several community-level
characteristics were identified as particularly
worthy of further attention, including fac-
tors that present threats to the health and
well-being of young children, as well as
factors that provide growth-promoting op-
portunities.  Social policies were also identi-
fied as important influences on children’s
development, including those created by
legislation and regulatory action as well
as policies generated by private-sector
practices.

Threats to Physical Health and
Safety

Workshop participants identified a num-
ber of community features that pose poten-
tial threats to the physical health and well-
being of young children.  These included
poor housing (with its associated risk of
increased exposure to infectious diseases and
higher incidence of injuries), environmental
toxins (particularly lead), and endemic sub-
stance abuse and violence (with their asso-
ciated risk of child maltreatment).  When
safety concerns limit the extent to which
children are allowed to play outside their
homes, learning opportunities are restricted
and development may be compromised.
Several discussants underscored the signifi-

cant interaction between the adverse physi-
cal features of a poor neighborhood and the
associated social context of a dangerous
environment as a serious threat to both
children’s health and development.

Threats to Social and Educational
Opportunity

Beyond the threats to children’s physical
health and safety, workshop participants
also identified characteristics of communi-
ties that undermine a sense of equal oppor-
tunity or individual possibility, beginning in
infancy and extending throughout child-
hood.  These include the adverse conse-
quences of limited recreational facilities,
inadequate child care, substandard schools,
and a message of social exclusion as a result
of racism or discrimination based on ethnic
status, social class, or the presence of a de-
velopmental disability.

Research was cited that demonstrated
positive outcomes for children as a result of
relocating their families to eliminate the
influence of concentrated neighborhood risk

It is the supportive context of
development that matters. High-

competence kids in high-risk
environments do consistently

worse than low-competence kids
in low-risk environments.

Arnold Sameroff
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factors.  Because enormous change was
deemed necessary to see significant family
and child effects (i.e., two to three standard
deviations, as might be reflected in a move
from an inner-city housing project to an
affluent suburban community), it was hy-
pothesized that negative community influ-
ences may be significant only in the most
impoverished environments, and that mod-
est community-level interventions in such
circumstances may be of limited benefit.

Severe Deprivation

Participants acknowledged that some
children do indeed grow up in environments
that are characterized appropriately as de-
prived, inadequate, or frankly destructive.
Institutions for young children with Down
syndrome and cerebral palsy provide histori-
cal examples.  The conditions found in Ro-
manian orphanages are a contemporary
exhibit.  In both circumstances, carefully
conducted studies have demonstrated the
devastating impacts of early and severe dep-
rivation.  Conversely, extensive research
has documented the remarkable resilience
of young children, both with and without
biologically based disabilities, and their
capacity to recover from the developmental
assault of institutionalization if an alterna-
tive environment is provided as early as
possible.

Facilitators of Growth-Promoting
Opportunities

Parallel to the discussion on high-risk
and clearly detrimental environments,
workshop participants identified a number
of community characteristics that have been
shown to correlate positively with healthy
child development.  These include support-
ive social networks for families (particularly
for mothers), inclusive community settings
(e.g., organized programs that offer a wel-
coming environment for children of diverse
backgrounds and make appropriate accom-
modations for children with special medical
or developmental needs), and other mani-
festations of social capital that are easily
accessible and utilized frequently by chil-
dren and families, particularly by those who
are often victims of systematic discrimina-
tion and/or social isolation.

The extent to which community re-
sources can promote developmental oppor-
tunities for young children is determined by
both the nature of the offerings and the
commitment of the community to ensure
their availability.  Common examples of
beneficial community assets include acces-
sible and affordable health care, child care
and preschool programs of high quality, and
a diverse selection of recreational programs.
As important as the presence of the pro-
grams themselves is the intangible sense of
community and the message of social inclu-
sion that is sent to all children and families
that opportunities are available to them and
that expectations for their healthy develop-
ment and later achievement are high.
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Social Policies Affecting Young
Children

Social policies often have considerable
impact on the well-being of young children
and their families, directly or indirectly, and
by either commission or omission.  Contem-
porary examples include Temporary Assis-
tance to Needy Families (welfare reform),
the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act (federally mandated early intervention
and special education services), the Family
and Medical Leave Act (unpaid job leave
for parents of newborns), state child care
regulations, the shift in pediatric health
services toward a managed care model, and
corporate policies and practices that affect
working hours, fringe benefits, and other
supports for employees with young children.

Some policies affect child health and
development by affecting the availability of
material resources or the quality of family
life.  Others are designed to reduce reliance
on individual caregiver behavior through
regulating external environmental threats to
health and safety.  Examples of the latter
include mandated child safety caps for medi-
cine containers, legal limits on the maxi-
mum temperature settings of hot water heat-
ers, the fortification of foods with iron or
folic acid, and the regulation of automobile
seat belts and car seats.  The impacts of
these policies were viewed positively by
workshop participants, although some
expressed concerns about public policies
that circumvent family responsibility and
control.

ESSENTIAL FEATURES OF
EFFECTIVE INTERVENTIONS

Workshop participants were asked to
identify the essential features of effective
intervention programs within their field,
based on currently available research.  The
following specific questions were posed:
What has been learned about tailoring ser-
vices to children and families in different
circumstances and with different needs?
How does each field decide when to focus
on the child, the family, the community, or
other significant adults in the child’s life,
and in what mix? What has been learned
about thresholds of program intensity, dos-
age, and parent engagement necessary for
measurable impact, particularly as they may
vary for different populations? What about
the developmental timing and duration of
the services? What is required to sustain
positive change, both in terms of the pro-
cesses that must be set in motion and the
ongoing services, if any, that are needed?
What are the major barriers and constraints
that limit the possibilities for positive
change?

The variety of disciplinary perspectives
(e.g., psychology, education, pediatrics,
nursing, psychiatry, economics, and public
health, among others) and service streams
(e.g., health care, child care/early education,
mental health, child welfare, early interven-
tion for children living in poverty, and early
intervention for children with disabilities,
among others) represented at the workshop
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set the stage for a rich and lively inter-
change.  Although discussants acknowl-
edged widespread deficiencies in the empiri-
cal knowledge base on intervention efficacy
and effectiveness, and there were frequent
disagreements about the scientific rigor of
selected bodies of literature, the workshop
participants had little difficulty generating a
list of essential characteristics of effective
programs across a broad spectrum of service
systems.  Although several questioned
whether the existing data constitute a true
“science of intervention,” participants were
in agreement that current best practice is
informed by a credible, maturing, widely
shared body of knowledge.

Within this broad, cross-system context,
five characteristics of effective interventions
were identified: (1) individualization of
service delivery; (2) quality of program
implementation; (3) a family-centered,
community-based, coordinated orientation;

(4) provider knowledge, skills, and relation-
ship with the family; and (5) timing, inten-
sity, and duration of services received.

Individualization of Service Delivery

Workshop presenters and discussants
from a variety of service system perspectives
agreed on the principle that effective inter-
vention demands an individualized ap-
proach that matches well-defined goals to
the specific needs and resources of the chil-
dren and families who are to be served.
Stated simply, there is scant support for a
one-size-fits-all model of early childhood
intervention.  Consequently, there is little
justification for an approach to program
evaluation that asks generic questions about
whether services are effective, in contrast to
an assessment strategy that investigates the
extent to which specific kinds of interven-
tions have differential impacts on different
kinds of children in different types of fami-
lies.  Central to this fundamental principle
of effective services is the need for individu-
alized functional assessments of young chil-
dren that assess important dimensions of
development and that are linked to the
intervention in an ongoing, reciprocal
fashion.

For children whose development may be
compromised by an impoverished, disorga-
nized, or abusive environment, as well as for
those with a documented disability, general
developmental delay, or biological vulner-
ability, early childhood interventions that
are tailored to specific objectives have been
shown to be more effective in producing

The primary issues for early
intervention now are ones of the
political will to aid vulnerable
children, the appropriate scale
of resources needed to provide

potentially effective
interventions, and commitment
to conducting rigorous research

to move the field of early
intervention forward.

Craig Ramey
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desired child and family outcomes than
services that provide generic advice and
support.  Several participants reported that
services that directly target the everyday
experiences of children at risk appear to be
more effective than those that seek to pro-
mote child development indirectly by en-
hancing either parental competence or the
general quality of the caregiving environ-
ment.  Others emphasized an important role
for parent-moderated influences on the
achievement of individually tailored goals
for young children with disabilities, al-
though it was noted that intervention ef-
fects vary significantly depending on the
severity of the child’s impairment.  Some
discussants added that no well-designed
research has demonstrated significant or
sustained changes in parenting behavior as a
result of participation in a generic parent
education program.

Research demonstrating differential
effectiveness for specific subgroups of service
recipients further supports the need for indi-
vidualization of services to ensure maximum
impact.  For example, children whose moth-
ers had the lowest IQs gained the most from

the Abecedarian Project.1  Conversely,
evaluation of the Infant Health and Devel-
opment Program revealed that children at
greatest biological risk, as measured by low
birthweight, did not benefit as much from
the program as did children at lower risk.

Linked to the need for individualized
intervention strategies, workshop partici-
pants indicated that service outcomes
should be tailored to the particular interests
of each individual family.  In this context, it
was noted that two families with children
who have the same developmental disability
may have very different goals and aspira-
tions for them.  Similarly, families living in
comparable levels of poverty may have dif-
ferent needs and desires for assistance.

Quality of Program Implementation

A second feature of early childhood
services that received support across all
service streams is the critical importance of
the quality of the intervention that is actu-
ally delivered and received by target chil-
dren and families.  In this regard, workshop
participants decried the extent to which
model demonstration programs are initially
endowed with abundant resources and
highly trained staff, subsequently evaluated
and shown to be effective, and then repli-
cated with inadequate budgets and less
skilled personnel.  Beyond the fundamental
importance of vigilant attention to quality

One of the unifying themes from
our discussions is the idea that

more individualized intervention
targeted toward the specific
problem facing the child and

family is most effective.
Barbara Howard

1See Appendix A for a description of the early inter-
vention programs mentioned in this report.
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control, this underscores the need for
greater focus on program costs and funding
issues as critical dimensions of the early
childhood research agenda.

The research literature on child care has
focused considerable attention on the criti-
cal impacts of service quality, and there was
strong agreement among the workshop par-
ticipants that high-quality, inclusive care
can facilitate beneficial outcomes for both
typically developing children from high-risk
environments and children with a wide
variety of special needs.  Concerns about
program quality and implementation have
also been addressed, through research and
advocacy (albeit to a lesser degree), for tar-
geted interventions serving young children
living in poverty, as well as for programs
serving children with, or at risk for, disabili-
ties.  However, the literature in this area is
less conclusive, in part because of the rela-

tively limited data that have been collected
on the actual services received by families.

Family-Centered, Community-
Based, Coordinated Orientation

The principles of family-centered, com-
munity-based, and coordinated services are
firmly embedded in the knowledge base that
guides all early childhood programs, from
the generic child care facility to the most
highly specialized intervention for young
children with complex developmental dis-
abilities or severely compromised life cir-
cumstances.  Central to the concept of
family-centered care is the notion of em-
powering parents as those who know best
about their own child’s and family’s needs,
and the goal of building a strong, mutually
respectful, working partnership in which
parents and professionals relate comfortably
in a collaborative effort to achieve family-
driven objectives.  The essential characteris-
tics of a community-based model are re-
flected in the extent to which services are
delivered in a nonstigmatizing, normative
environment that has both physical and
psychological proximity to young children
and their families.  The fundamental ratio-
nale for service coordination is to ensure
both a coherent experience for families and
the efficient use of programmatic resources.

The defining features of a family-cen-
tered approach to early childhood services
include (1) treating families with dignity
and respect, particularly with respect to
their cultural and socioeconomic character-

Having to choose between a
badly run child care program

and a segregated program for a
child with disabilities is a very
poor choice for parents.  There
is no reason to believe that a

program that does a poor job for
kids without disabilities is going
to provide a positive experience

for kids with special needs.
Mark Wolery
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istics; (2) providing choices that address
family priorities and concerns; (3) fully
disclosing information so that families can
make informed decisions; and (4) providing
support in a manner that is empowering and
that enhances parental competence.  Sev-
eral workshop participants described re-
search findings that document strong corre-
lations between the way in which formal
support is provided and family ratings of
program effectiveness, with higher satisfac-
tion reported when service providers facili-
tate more active family involvement in
learning new skills.

Some workshop discussants questioned
whether a family-centered approach can
become distorted, and asked whether we are
talking about a philosophy that truly in-
volves families in setting goals for their
children, or simply an effective strategy to
get parents to do what professionals want.
There was general agreement, however, that
ultimately families “vote with their feet.”
That is to say, the extent to which a pro-
gram is viewed by its clients as family-cen-
tered is determined by measures of family
satisfaction, service utilization, and partici-
pant attrition.

Providing developmental promotion and
early intervention services in a community-
based context facilitates broader access and
avoids the stigma associated with service
provision in a segregated setting.  Several
workshop participants noted the effective-
ness of programs in school-based, church-
based, and nonhealth, community-based
settings.  For children with developmental
disabilities, the promotion of competence

within normative community contexts is
particularly important as a vehicle for both
learning how to generalize newly acquired
functional skills and for gaining social ac-
ceptance.

The problems associated with service
fragmentation have been endemic to the
world of early childhood intervention for
decades, and the workshop discussions reaf-
firmed the wasteful and counterproductive
burdens of this legacy.  Each service stream
is able to recount numerous examples of
both unnecessary redundancies and unac-
ceptable gaps in the assistance provided to
children and families with multiple needs.
Indeed, it is generally the families with the
most complex problems, who require an
array of specialized expertise, who receive
the most fragmented services.  Conse-
quently, workshop participants agreed that
enhanced coordination of the multiplicity
of early childhood service streams, if not
true integration, is essential and long over-
due.  Despite this assertion, however, no
new ideas were generated about how to
achieve this persistently elusive goal.

Provider Knowledge, Skills, and
Relationship with the Family

Workshop participants noted the diver-
sity of conditions and circumstances with
which early childhood programs are con-
fronted, underscoring the extent to which
the need for highly trained professionals
with broad-based knowledge and sophisti-
cated technical skills is a fundamental chal-
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lenge facing the field.  Examples cited in-
clude infants with significant developmental
disabilities with or without complex medical
concerns, preschoolers with severe behav-
ioral disorders, mothers with clinical depres-
sion, and families dealing with the stresses
of poverty, marital discord, substance abuse,
and/or recurrent domestic violence.  Each of
these types of problems typically requires a
level of professional expertise that exceeds
the generic skills of a child care provider,
early childhood educator, child protective
services worker, or nonprofessional home
visitor.

Some workshop participants noted that
research on child care has clearly linked
well-trained, qualified teachers and staff to
better child outcomes, particularly for low-
income children at risk for educational un-
derachievement.  Others reported that child
care providers and early childhood educa-
tors frequently express concerns about the
inadequacy of their professional training
and the paucity of available expert consulta-
tion to help them address the needs of chil-
dren with disabilities.  Several participants
further underscored the high demand for
sophisticated service providers to respond to
a wide range of complex family needs.

Notwithstanding the widespread recog-
nition of the level of professional education
and expertise needed to serve families who
are coping with complex developmental and
socioeconomic concerns, the pressures to
“do more with less” present enormous chal-
lenges to programs with limited budgets.
Marked disparities in the training and skills
of home visiting program staff are a promi-

nent example of this phenomenon.  In this
context, the workshop participants agreed
that the ultimate impact of any intervention
is dependent on both staff expertise and the
quality and continuity of the personal rela-
tionship established between the service
provider and the family.  The massive short-
age of mental health professionals to deal
with very young children and the uneven
level of skills and excessive rate of turnover
(estimated at 30 to 40 percent annually)
among child care workers were singled
out as particularly critical problems in this
regard.

Finally, considerable discussion was
generated during the workshop about the
challenges of establishing relationships with
families who face varying combinations of
child disability and adverse environmental
circumstances.  Families of children with
special needs seek guidance in understand-
ing how to promote their child’s atypical
development, and service providers are
primed to balance their broader reservoir of
knowledge about a wide variety of special
needs and their responsibility to respect
parents’ unique knowledge about their own
child’s personal characteristics.  Children
living in impoverished or disorganized envi-
ronments are presumed to need compensa-
tory learning experiences, and their parents
are presumed to need help in addressing
basic childrearing needs, yet educators and
therapists who design early intervention
programs generally have little personal ex-
perience with the difficulties of parenting in
a low-income environment.  Consequently,
there is a tension in the early childhood
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field between intervention models based on
the assumption that parents are the ultimate
authority with respect to their own
children’s needs, and those that view par-
ents as requiring significant assistance in the
everyday tasks of rearing young children.

Timing, Intensity, and Duration of
Services Received

The research literature on service inten-
sity, duration, and age of initiation was
identified as perhaps the most complex and
inconclusive aspect of the knowledge base
examined in this workshop.  Some present-
ers expressed confidence in selected inter-
vention data that supported the value of
“earlier” and “more.” Others questioned the
validity of such data and cautioned against
the dangers of advocacy-driven program
evaluation research.  Further discussion
explored a continuum of perspectives, from
earlier is “critical” and earlier is “better” to

earlier is “no better than later” or earlier
may have “unintended negative impacts.”

Several workshop participants noted
that earlier is better, not just because the
brain is more plastic but because representa-
tions, relationships, and perceptions of the
child are formed early and have long-term
impact.  Others warned that although early
intervention can be crucial for preventing
developmental delays from becoming more
serious problems later, services should not
result in early labeling or the removal of
children from typical experiences, thereby
reducing the possibility of self-righting cor-
rections or compensatory growth spurts.
This caution was noted to be particularly
important for interventions that can be
viewed by families as intrusive, such as those
that address problems in the caregiver-child
relationship.

Most discussants argued for greater
specificity, indicating that the real questions
are whether and why some earlier interven-
tions are better, in certain ways and for
some children, than are others.  For ex-
ample, early identification and intervention
is clearly effective in reducing the adverse
impacts of a hearing loss on functional com-
munication and cognition.  Similarly, early
tactile stimulation and skin-to-skin contact
for premature newborns have been associ-
ated with better health and organizational
outcomes in the nursery, including im-
proved heart and respiratory rates, habitua-
tion to stimuli, and motor organization.
Children who are placed in foster care be-
fore 12 months of age exhibit relatively few
problems developing relationships, whereas

No systematic testing of this
“earlier is better” hypothesis has

occurred.  It is possible that
there are “best” times to

intervene during the early years,
depending on the nature of the

parent or child risk or the
developmental stage of the child.

Kathryn Barnard
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older children have more difficulty estab-
lishing an attachment with their foster par-
ents.  Several participants noted that the
impacts of prenatal home visits have been
correlated with enhanced health and safety
outcomes and decreased parental interac-
tion difficulties for some groups (e.g., inex-
perienced adolescent mothers) but have
shown minimal effects for others.

Many programs that have demonstrated
effectiveness—the Abecedarian Project, the
Brookline Early Education Project, the Mil-
waukee Project, Project CARE, and the
Infant Health and Development Program–
all began their services with infants.  Some
workshop discussants noted that high-qual-
ity programs that start earlier and continue
for longer periods of time achieve greater
benefits than do those that begin later and
last for shorter intervals.  However, all par-
ticipants agreed that there are no definitive
data about absolute critical periods for hu-
man learning, and no basis for concluding
that educational interventions provided
after certain ages cannot have positive
impacts.

Several workshop participants reported
that the level of intensity (or dosage) of an
intervention is often related directly to its
effectiveness.  The concept of intensity,
however, is defined operationally in many
ways.  Traditionally, it has been measured
by the amount of professional time (e.g.,
hours per day, days per week, or weeks per
year) spent with families or children.  Those
who participate more appear to reap the
greatest benefits, and the most intensive
interventions typically have the greatest

effects for those families at highest risk (i.e.,
disadvantaged teenagers and mothers with
low IQ or low educational levels).  Using
rates of participation as a measure of inten-
sity, the Infant Health and Development
Program found a direct relation between
service intensity and ratings of the home
environment.  The effectiveness of programs
that targeted 3- and 4-year-olds (e.g., the
Perry Preschool Project and the Early Train-
ing Project), which are generally considered
“late” in the field of early intervention, was
speculated to be a function of their high
program intensity.

For young children with developmental
disabilities, intensity is measured by the
time spent with families focused on develop-
ing and maintaining relationships and on
acquiring knowledge.  These measures in-
clude engagement time, time on task, and
the extent to which learning opportunities
are embedded in typical, daily routines.  In
fact, the ultimate impacts of such programs
are presumed to be related to the extent to
which families incorporate the intervention
techniques into their everyday interactions
with their children, above and beyond the
actual time spent with program personnel.

As a service variable, the duration of an
intervention has also been found to be asso-
ciated with significant impacts.  Workshop
participants noted that several longitudinal
studies concluded that children who re-
ceived services from birth to age 8 showed
the greatest positive outcomes, followed by
birth to age 5, and then up to 3, thereby
demonstrating the importance of long-term
services.
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Finally, workshop participants agreed
about the markedly uneven methodological
quality of the vast evaluation literature on
early intervention timing, intensity, and
duration.  Most prominent among the noted
criticisms were the failure to define both the
target population and the desired outcomes
with sufficient precision, and the typically
poor quality of the data collected on the
nature and quantity of the services that
children and families actually received.
Both presenters and discussants acknowl-
edged the critical importance of these issues
for policy makers and practitioners, but
several participants expressed little confi-
dence in the current state of the science in
this regard.

CHALLENGES FOR POLICY
AND PRACTICE

After two days of intensive discussion,
the workshop participants identified a com-
mon knowledge base and a core set of
shared challenges facing the broad-based
and highly diverse field of developmental
promotion and early childhood interven-
tion.  Seven issues were identified as in need
of increased attention: (1) reducing barriers
to access; (2) ensuring valid assessments; (3)
identifying and responding to the special
needs of distinctive subgroups; (4) influenc-
ing and assessing the impacts of
postintervention environments; (5) mini-
mizing unintended adverse consequences;

(6) strengthening the service infrastructure;
and (7) enhancing professional training.

Reducing Barriers to Access

The problem of uneven access to state-
of-the-art early childhood services was iden-
tified by workshop participants as a serious
challenge.  In this regard, diminished acces-
sibility was noted to be related to a variety
of potential barriers, including cost, lan-
guage, culture, citizenship status, transporta-
tion, eligibility standards, complex docu-
mentation requirements, program
scheduling, and stigma associated with la-
beling, among others.

Considerable discussion focused on ten-
sions between the reluctance of service pro-
viders to label young children and the orga-
nization and financing of health and human
services that require approved diagnoses in
order to authorize specialized treatments.
The stigma attached to the label “emotional

We have taken parenting
resources out of family life with
no replacement. . . . We have to

somehow turn some of our
energy into supporting [child
development] in the way that
the Department of Agriculture

[supports] farmers and farm life.
Kathryn Barnard
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disturbance,” which frequently results in the
misleading identification of such children as
“speech delayed” and the subsequent provi-
sion of inappropriate intervention, was
identified as an illustrative example of this
problem.  Some participants criticized cur-
rent trends in managed care as undermining
the concept of comprehensive intervention
by imposing both informal constraints and
formalized system barriers to specialized
services that are particularly important for
children with special needs.

Beyond the failure of existing policies
and programs to ensure the enrollment of all
children and families who could benefit
from appropriate services, many early child-
hood intervention efforts that target highly
vulnerable families experience significant
levels of participant attrition.  The work-
shop discussion on this issue noted two con-
sequences for the field—one for service
delivery and the other for evaluation of
service effectiveness.  In the first case, the
failure of families to continue in programs
indicates the need to reevaluate both the
goals of the program and the nature of the
services that are provided.  A reasonable
hypothesis would suggest problems in the
match between what the program offers and
what the families need or are willing to
accept.  Cultural differences between service
providers and recipients are particularly
salient in this regard.  In the second case,
assessments of the impacts of programs that
experience significant sample attrition must
be interpreted with caution.  The results of
such evaluations can be instructive, but
they tell us very little about how effective

the service model would be if it were deliv-
ered successfully.

Ensuring Valid Assessments

The insufficient availability of appropri-
ate developmental evaluation techniques
was a recurring theme throughout the work-
shop proceedings.  Participants attributed
much of the limitations in the science base
and many of the unanswered questions in
both research and practice to assessment
measures that do not fully capture the es-
sence of what really matters in early child-
hood development.

Knowing when to be concerned about a
child’s development depends on valid and
reliable assessments of his or her perfor-
mance and underlying skills.  Unfortu-

It is perhaps a trivial statement
to say that the nature of

children, what they need, and
views regarding the role of

families are culturally embedded
and reflected in public policy.  It
may be provocative to say that
research inquiry about these

matters is shaped by the culture,
values, and socioeconomic
position of the scientists.

Ruby Takanishi

Early Childhood Intervention: Views from the Field: Report of a Workshop

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

http://www.nap.edu/9858


27

nately, the early childhood field is plagued
by a paucity of adequate measures to iden-
tify developmental concerns, design inter-
vention strategies, and evaluate program
effectiveness.  It has been proposed that
assessment procedures that rely on single
instruments, settings, or standardized tasks
serve to limit the breadth of the develop-
mental profile.  Conversely, evaluations
that focus on a wide range of skills are typi-
cally too broad to elucidate qualitative dif-
ferences that signal concern, such as mild
sensory impairments and regulatory disor-
ders.  Conventional developmental mea-
sures may also be too global to document
more subtle growth in children with signifi-
cant disabilities, and may artificially impose

a linear orientation on a process that is typi-
cally characterized by spurts, plateaus, and
extensive variability.

Workshop participants agreed that as-
sessment and intervention that are iterative
and reciprocal, situated within the child’s
natural context, and focused on develop-
mental processes rather than on milestones,
will produce the most useful picture of a
child’s competence.  Participants also
strongly endorsed the concept of assessment
as an ongoing information-gathering process
rather than a series of disconnected snap-
shots of competence.  Furthermore, there
was considerable support for focusing on
qualitative functioning and developmental
processes, rather than on etiology or risk
status, as a way to enhance services for chil-
dren who might otherwise fall through the
cracks created by global assessment tools
and stringent eligibility requirements.  This
was noted to be particularly important for
those who are at risk for social-emotional
problems, a subgroup that has been over-
looked by mental health, early childhood,
and special education professionals.

Both researchers and practitioners ex-
pressed dissatisfaction with current assessment
options, but there were a variety of opinions
about the role of IQ measurement.  Some
workshop participants endorsed the utility of
IQ tests as a general measure of summative
cognitive skills and an adequate instrument
for evaluating program impacts.  Others
agreed that an IQ score can serve as a useful
marker of current development, but they un-
derscored its inadequacy for clinical decision
making or for measuring growth over time.  A

Assessment of young children
can become misguided or

misleading when it occurs in
isolation from the child’s family
and lived context and . . . from

the interventions that are
designed to assist and advance
childhood development. . . .
[The preferred model] is one

that uses assessment in order to
inform intervention, but then

takes information from the
intervention context to help

refine the assessment.
Samuel Meisels
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few discussants expressed the opinion that IQ
tests are of little to no value and actually do
more harm than good, particularly when they
lead to diminished expectations for young
children with low scores.

A great deal of discussion focused on
alternative assessment strategies.  Particular
interest was directed toward observational
measures of underlying processes and execu-
tive functions, such as attention and mas-
tery motivation.  Workshop participants
acknowledged the considerable amount of
time and expense required for many of these
assessments, thereby limiting their practical
applicability in the policy and service deliv-
ery arenas.

The measurement of developmental
trajectories over time as an alternative to
sequential, cross-sectional evaluations of
specific skills generated a great deal of en-
thusiastic discussion.  The potential benefits
of such an approach were noted to include
an enhanced ability to assess multiple influ-
ences longitudinally, thereby producing a
continuous model of the developmental
course that considers the child as well as the
family and the community context.

Identifying and Responding to the
Special Needs of Distinctive
Subgroups

Although much of the workshop discus-
sion focused on the common, shared knowl-
edge base that guides the multisystem field
of early childhood intervention, it was
noted that specific subgroups of children
and families confront unique challenges.
For children, the presence of a biologically
based disability, such as cerebral palsy or a
sensory loss, requires an intervention strat-
egy that incorporates knowledge about both
normative development and adaptation to a
specific physical impairment.  For mothers,
the diagnosis of depression or a substance
abuse problem adds an enormous burden to
the stresses of parenting, and necessitates
services that go beyond the simple provision
of advice and support.  For families that
confront severe economic hardship or ongo-
ing domestic violence, the needs of their
young children extend beyond the reach of
educational enrichment activities.  For
policy makers and service providers, the
challenge is to integrate specialized services,
when they are required, within a compre-
hensive framework that addresses the ge-
neric needs of all children and families,
while recognizing the importance of cultural
competence in a pluralistic society.

Tensions between the generic and idio-
syncratic characteristics and needs of chil-
dren and families create a complex agenda
for the early childhood field.  For example,
families of children with increased biologi-
cal vulnerability or a diagnosed disability

The issue is not so much how
you define competence.  I think

the early childhood field can
agree on the issue of

competence.  The question is,
“How do you measure it?”

Jane Knitzer
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who do not face the additional stresses of
severe economic hardship are generally
successful in mastering interactional tech-
niques that facilitate their child’s growth.
In some cases, however, the adaptation of
the family may be compromised, indepen-
dent of the nature or severity of the child’s
impairment.  Children whose developmen-
tal vulnerability is rooted largely in a stress-
ful caregiving environment often respond
positively to enriched experiences in a
structured intervention program, but chang-
ing problematic parental interactions is
often difficult.

All children, with or without biological
vulnerabilities, do best when they are reared
in a nurturing environment that invests in
their well-being and responds to their indi-
viduality.  All families depend on informal
social supports and varying levels of profes-
sional service.  Despite the acknowledged
reality of “special” child and family needs,
the workshop participants repeatedly under-
scored the applicability of general develop-
mental principles across the broad array of
existing service models.

Yoshikawa presented a framework for
examining the advantages and limitations of
alternative causal models applicable to early
intervention research to determine under
what conditions and for whom positive
change is most likely.  Five models were
presented: (1) the main effect model, which
answers the question of whether there is an
effect but offers no insight into the causal
process; (2) the mediated model, which
gives some information on how a program
works but does not address how mediating

effects may differ for different subgroups; (3)
the interactive subgroup model, which indi-
cates whether the intervention effects dif-
fered by subgroup but does not increase
understanding of variations in subgroup
experience or how the causal processes may
have differed for different groups; (4)
spillover models (e.g., helping parents will
help children), which provide information
about how family subsystems influence each
other but say little about under what condi-
tions and why such spillover might occur;
and (5) models that emphasize the diversity

The combination of biological
impairments and environmental
liabilities can produce seriously

compromised learning and
functional performance.  While
the separate detrimental effects
of biological and environmental
variables are readily recognized,

the environmental variables
often are given less attention
when children have biological
impairments.  Unfortunately,

nothing about having a
biological impairment makes one

immune from the devastating
effects of inadequate

environments.
Mark Wolery
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of causal process across groups, which may
include variation in either the intervention
experience, the outcomes of interest, or
both.

These increasingly complex models
provided a useful launching point for dis-
cussing many of the major challenges that
continue to confront program evaluation
research, including sample size limitations
that thwart important subgroup analyses
and persistent difficulties in studying indi-
vidual differences.  The workshop partici-
pants underscored the need for increased
investment in collaborations across multiple
sites (in order to achieve sample sizes suffi-
ciently large for complex, multivariate de-
signs) and for the implementation and
evaluation of planned variations based on a
host of critical variables, including the in-
terventions themselves; child, family, com-
munity, and cultural characteristics; and
expected outcomes.

Influencing and Assessing the
Impacts of Postintervention
Environments

The demands of policy makers for evi-
dence of long-term impacts from invest-
ments in early childhood programs have put
professional service providers and program
evaluators in a difficult bind.  Central to
this dilemma is the well-supported assertion
that effective early intervention does not
serve as an inoculation that confers a life-
time of immunity to the adverse effects of
later experiences.  As one participant as-

serted, intervention prior to school entry
can never be powerful enough to fully buffer
a child from the effects of attending an in-
adequate school in a dangerous neighbor-
hood.  In such circumstances, it was sug-
gested that the best expenditure on behalf
of the children might well be fixing the
schools and making them safe.

Workshop participants acknowledged
the extensive documentation of program
effect fade-out, particularly for children who
live in impoverished environments and go
on to attend substandard schools.  Also
noted were the few studies that have fol-
lowed early childhood program graduates
through the high school years and into adult
life, demonstrating so-called sleeper effects
in such areas as grade retention, special
education placement, high school gradua-
tion, and incarceration.  Examples men-
tioned include the Perry Preschool Project,
which documented significant differences at
age 27 favoring the intervention group over

For the first time in many years,
questions are being raised about

appropriate expectations for
impact and what is required to

sustain outcomes.  This is a
most welcome trend, and it is
based on the larger corpus of

research on program outcomes,
rather than a few studies.

Ruby Takanishi
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controls in high school completion, employ-
ment, college attendance, teen pregnancy,
and criminal activity;  the Abecedarian
Project and Project CARE, which demon-
strated significant differences in reading and
math achievement scores up to age 15; and
the Syracuse program, which documented
short-term reductions in antisocial behavior
and long-term effects on delinquency.

Workshop discussions acknowledged the
legitimate demand for long-term follow-up
data but underscored the importance of
greater attention to the continuing mediat-
ing role of the environment throughout the
life span.

Several workshop participants noted
that early childhood intervention profes-
sionals have not yet determined the level of
impact they truly expect to have on child
outcomes over time—i.e., the “standard of
proof” that endorses a program as “effec-
tive.” Even when positive results are ob-
tained, it is not clear that early childhood
services should be held to such a high stan-
dard (i.e., demonstrating significant treat-
ment-control differences as long as 15 years
or more after the intervention has been
delivered).  Success in treating cancer, for
example, is measured by five-year survival
rates.

Although early intervention programs
clearly cannot immunize children against all
the possible adverse experiences they may
encounter later in life, there also is a danger
in simply blaming the lack of more dramatic
long-term effects on inadequate schools.  In
the final analysis, the persistence of early
childhood intervention effects is a complex

phenomenon that is constrained by the
multiple variables that influence children’s
lives over time.  To this end, both early
childhood intervention and public school
education require strengthening to ensure
consistent quality within and across devel-
opmental stages.

Minimizing Unintended Adverse
Consequences

Several workshop participants raised
concerns about the extent to which some
early childhood interventions may have
unintended negative impacts.  From the
perspective of the family, programs that
focus explicitly on “parent training” may
send a message of presumed parent incom-
petence, which may undermine a mother’s
or father’s self-confidence and inadvertently
contribute to less effective performance.
Similarly, parenting interventions that ad-
dress cultural differences in a dismissive or
pejorative manner are likely to precipitate
significant conflict or simply be unaccept-
able.  Related to these concerns, some work-
shop participants noted that the provision
of professionally mediated support can po-
tentially interfere with the natural develop-
ment of informal social networks, which are
essential for all families.

A variety of unintended consequences
has been identified that can specifically
undermine family competence and limit
child opportunities.  Inappropriate interven-
tions may cause some parents to interact
with their child in an unnatural, therapeutic
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manner rather than through a natural and
comfortable parent-child relationship.
Workshop participants cited research that
found reduced feelings of parenting compe-
tence and more negative mother-child in-
teractions in families that received inter-
vention services that they did not feel were
needed.  Similarly, the benefits of naturally
evolving informal support networks may be
undermined by professionally arranged sup-
port systems.  From the perspective of the
child, a tightly structured intervention that
is delivered in a highly prescriptive manner
may interfere with the normal adaptive and
self-righting mechanisms that are inherent
in the developmental process.

Strengthening the Service
Infrastructure

As noted above, services to promote the
health and well-being of all young children

and early intervention programs for those
who are developmentally vulnerable consti-
tute a highly diverse enterprise. Neverthe-
less, despite the persistence of significant
fragmentation at both the policy and service
delivery levels, two days of rich and lively
discussion among the workshop participants
confirmed the proposition that there is a
common body of knowledge that cuts across
the multiplicity of service streams.  This
integrated knowledge base can serve as a
powerful resource to guide the design of a
more coherent and efficient infrastructure
for early childhood services that incorpo-
rates the multiple systems that have evolved
independently over the years.  Although the
workshop participants recognized that much
more remains to be learned about effective
service integration, most felt that the major
obstacle to a more cohesive infrastructure
rests not in the limitations of current
knowledge about early childhood develop-
ment, but in the politics of human service
delivery.

Beyond the overall challenges of service
fragmentation and redundancy, the limited
availability of mental health services for
children under 6 years of age represents a
glaring gap.  This is particularly striking in
view of the mandate for early intervention
services for infants, toddlers, and
preschoolers with developmental disabilities
or delays, which currently responds prima-
rily to the needs of children with cognitive,
language, and motor impairments and does
not accord a comparable entitlement to
services for young children whose impair-
ments lie in the domains of emotional and

Sometimes we are part of
systems that actually undermine

a family’s intrinsic supports
instead of helping them connect
to (those) supports which are
not only less demoralizing and
more empowering . . . but also
more likely to be long-lasting
and culturally synchronous.

Barbara Howard
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social development.  In a related manner,
young children who have been abused or
neglected are managed by a child welfare
system that typically has limited profes-
sional expertise in child development.  In
view of the dramatic advances in knowledge
of early childhood development over the
past few decades, much of which has been
financed by public funds, the workshop
participants characterized these gaps as
completely indefensible.

Enhancing Professional Training

The implications of the workshop dis-
cussions for professional training in the field
of early childhood intervention were con-
sidered briefly.  Most noteworthy in this
regard was the recognition that few training
programs provide a comprehensive, cross-

disciplinary understanding of early child-
hood development.  For example, prepara-
tion to deal effectively with the specialized
needs of children with disabilities or the
challenges facing families coping with se-
vere economic hardship is rarely addressed
adequately in the training of child care pro-
viders and early childhood educators, many
of whom will be faced with these concerns
daily.  Conversely, the professional training
of therapists who plan to work with infants
and toddlers with special needs includes
considerable experience with older children
who demonstrate atypical development, but
often relatively little hands-on exposure and
theoretical knowledge specific to young
children.  Compounding these educational
differences is the diversity of philosophies
and treatment options that affect the deliv-
ery of services.

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

It was apparent throughout the work-
shop that experts in early childhood inter-
vention bring strong disciplinary perspec-
tives to their work.  These differences serve
as a double-edged sword.  On one hand,
they ensure a rich and comprehensive ap-
proach to the needs of children and families.
On the other hand, they often reflect paro-
chial interests related to professional status
and influence, as well as understandable
conflicts based on competition for funding.
This underlying tension illustrates the im-
portance of preserving a mutually respectful,

Each professional discipline has
its own training sequence

. . . and there is no guarantee
that graduates will have any

exposure to young children and
their families.  Compounding

these differences in training are
differing philosophical and

treatment options that affect the
delivery of services within a

discipline-specific area.
Mary Beth Bruder
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interdisciplinary, cross-system environment
that acknowledges the value of different
ways of knowing, seeks opportunities for
greater coordination of effort, and invests in
the continuous advancement of a rigorous,
common science to guide the ongoing en-
hancement and ultimate integration of a
broad diversity of early childhood policies
and practices.

Within that context, this report should
be viewed as the product of a cross-cutting,
field-building conversation among a group
of researchers and practitioners representing
a variety of early childhood service streams
that rarely interact.  As such, the report
represents a step toward developing greater
convergence in knowledge across service
systems and providing enhanced clarity
about some of the shared assumptions that
could shape an emerging common knowl-
edge base.  To this end, over the course of
two days of intensely packed discussion,
three important themes emerged.

First, state-of-the-art service delivery
across a broad range of policies and practices
is guided by a rich body of knowledge that
represents a mixture of theory, empirical
research, and “practical” professional experi-
ence.  A critical examination of this knowl-
edge base reveals considerable agreement on
the broad theoretical foundations of the
field, but continuing disagreement about
how best to enhance the well-being of chil-
dren.  Throughout the workshop discus-
sions, there was broad acceptance of a social
ecological model of development in which
child competence is viewed as a product of
no single factor (i.e., there is no magic bul-

let), but rather is influenced by a combina-
tion of characteristics of the child, the fam-
ily, and the community.  Given this wide
array of potential targets for intervention,
disagreement typically focused on where
selected interventions could be best directed
(i.e., changing the child, the family, or the
community).  As choices were expressed,
disciplinary perspectives frequently became
apparent, and the need for a dynamic inter-
disciplinary data base became clear.  These
interdisciplinary needs become even more
important with the recognition that im-
proving individual child development often
requires influencing the behavior of the
family and/or the community, using meth-
ods from a variety of disciplines (e.g., sociol-
ogy, economics, political science, anthro-
pology) that do not generally focus directly
on children.

Second, there is a serious gap between
the cutting edge of child development re-
search and the limited availability of appro-
priate instruments to assess child compe-
tence in the delivery setting, particularly in
the emotional and social domains.  The
paucity of reliable and valid methods to
evaluate important family and community
variables was also underscored.  This well-
documented lack of measures has been a
recognized problem for decades, yet the
repeated call for new evaluation tools has
remained unanswered.  Discussants noted
that the process of measurement develop-
ment is an expensive undertaking and urged
that this be addressed as an essential public
investment.

Third, workshop participants noted that
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the overarching coherence of the knowl-
edge base that informs the practice of early
childhood intervention is compromised
significantly by its highly uneven imple-
mentation.  Access to child and family ser-
vices is often complex and persistently un-
equal.  Participant attrition is a significant
but rarely acknowledged challenge, particu-
larly in programs for families dealing with
serious social or economic problems.  In an
effort to minimize costs, successful demon-
stration projects that rely on sophisticated
staff expertise are often “brought to scale”
with less-well-trained and lower-paid per-
sonnel who do not have the skills to deal
with the challenges they face.  Finally,
child-focused models that have been dem-
onstrated to promote developmental gains
in young children are often overwhelmed by
the impacts of adverse family circumstances
(e.g., maternal depression, parental sub-
stance abuse, family violence) that require
either in-house expertise or access to spe-
cialized consultation, neither of which is
routinely available in conventional early
childhood programs.

Finally, both the spirit and the content
of this rich two-day exchange provided
strong support for the central hypothesis
that inspired the convening of the work-
shop.  Despite divergent opinions about the
criteria for defining “hard” knowledge, there
was remarkable convergence across all ser-
vice streams on the nature of the desired
child outcomes (with more emphasis on
social and emotional development), the
most important family-based and commu-
nity-based mediators of child development,
and the broadly defined characteristics of
effective interventions.  When findings
were discrepant, the differences seldom
appeared to be program-specific or related to
a specific discipline, but rather due to insuf-
ficient evidence.  Thus, despite the deeply
ingrained historical distinctions and con-
tinuing fragmentation that characterize the
multiplicity of service systems that address
the health and development of young chil-
dren, they share a common set of goals, face
a similar set of challenges, often serve the
same children and families, and are guided
by a convergent body of knowledge.
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APPENDIX A
DESCRIPTIONS OF EARLY
CHILDHOOD INTERVENTION
PROGRAMS MENTIONED IN
THE REPORT

Abecedarian Project

The Carolina Abecedarian Project was
designed to test the effectiveness of inten-
sive early intervention with children from
low-income families.  All 111 children who
participated received nutritional supple-
ments during the first years of life, and their
families received social service referrals
(when needed) until the participating child
was 8 years old.  In addition, 57 of the par-
ticipating children received a year-round,
all-day, educational childcare/preschool
program emphasizing the development of
cognitive, language, and adaptive behavior
skills, until they were 5 years old.  The
parents also participated in parent group
meetings.

Burchinal, M.R., F.A. Campbell, D.M. Bryant, B.H.
Wasik, and C.T. Ramey

1997 Early intervention and mediating processes
in cognitive performance of children of low-
income African American families.  Child
Development 68:935-954.

Campbell, F.A., and C.T. Ramey
1994 Effects of early intervention on intellectual

and academic achievement: A follow-up
study of children from low-income families.
Child Development 65:684-698.

Ongoing updates on this project can be accessed
online at http://www.fpg.unc.edu/~abc.

Brookline Early Education Project

The Brookline Early Education Project
provided home visits to families, parent
training, parent support groups, toddler and
preschool education through play groups
and a prekindergarten program, health and
developmental exams, and toy and book
lending libraries for 185 children.  It was
part of the Brookline Public School system
in Brookline, MA.

Schultz, T., E. Lopez, and M. Hochberg
1996 Early Childhood Reform in Seven Communi-

ties: Front-Line Practice, Agency Manage-
ment, and Public Policy.  Washington, DC:
Office of Educational Research and Im-
provement, U.S. Department of Education.

Early Training Project

The Early Training Project was an edu-
cational intervention that involved 92
black American 3- to 4-year-old children
from low-income families in two small
southern cities.  The project placed half of
the children in a 10-week summer preschool
program for the two or three summers prior
to the first grade, and the families of these
children also received weekly home visits
during the remainder of the year.  The other
half of the children were in control groups.
The program emphasized both affective and
cognitive development, and aimed to im-
pact attitudes relating to achievement and
school performance.
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Gray, S.W., B.K. Ramsey, and R.A. Kalus
1982 From 3 to 20: The Early Training Project.

Baltimore: University Park Press.

Infant Health and Development
Program

The Infant Health and Development
Program was a comprehensive intervention
for low birth weight and premature children
and included 985 children spread over 8
diverse sites across the country.  All of the
children received pediatric surveillance and
community referral services.  One third of
the families also received family support
through home visits, full-day child care in
the IHDP sites’ Child Development Cen-
ters, and regular group meetings for the
parents.

Gross, R.T., D. Spiker, and C.W. Haynes, eds.
1997 Helping Low Birth Weight, Premature Babies:

The Infant Health and Development Program.
Stanford, CA:  Stanford University Press.

Milwaukee Project

The Milwaukee Project targeted men-
tally retarded parents and their children and
included 35 economically disadvantaged
families.  From birth until age 6, when they
started school, the children in 17 of the
families participated in a specialized nursery
and preschool program that promoted lan-
guage and cognitive development, and read-
ing and math skills.  Their mothers received
parenting education and access to social
services through a home visitor.  In addi-

tion, the mothers in these families were
enrolled in adult education classes, received
vocational training, and were helped to find
a job.

Garber, H.L.
1988 The Milwaukee Project: Preventing Mental

Retardation in Children At Risk.  Washington,
DC: American Association on Mental
Retardation.

Perry Preschool Project

The Perry Preschool Project included
123 3- and 4-year-old children who were
assigned to either the intervention or the
control group.  The intervention group
received 2.5 hours of preschool experience 5
days a week for 7.5 months each year for 2
years (except for one small group of children
who received only one year of services).  In
addition, teachers visited each mother and
child at home for 90 minutes once per week
during the school year.

Schweinhart, L.J., and D.P. Weikart
1997 Lasting Differences: The High/Scope Preschool

Curriculum Comparison Study Through Age
23.   Ypsilanti, MI: High/Scope Press.

Project Care

Project CARE targeted children from
birth through the preschool years who lived
in families with low socioeconomic status.
The 65 children who participated were split
up in to three groups: the first group partici-
pated in high-quality child care that ad-
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dressed both cognitive and social develop-
ment and received family education through
home visiting; the second group received
only family education through home visit-
ing; and the third group received only nutri-
tional supplements.  All groups had access
to a social worker.

Wasik, B.H., C.T. Ramey, D.M. Bryant, and J.J.
Sparling

1990 A longitudinal study of two early interven-
tion strategies: Project CARE.  Child Devel-
opment 61(6):1682-1696.

Syracuse Program

The Syracuse University Family Devel-
opment Research Program was designed to

support parenting strategies that enhanced
children’s development.  It provided exten-
sive child care, home visiting, health and
nutrition, and human services resources to
108 families, beginning in the third trimes-
ter of pregnancy and continuing throughout
the first five years of the children’s lives.

Honig, A.S.
1977 The Children’s Center and the Family

Development Research Program.  Pp. 81-99
in Infant Education: A Guide for Helping
Handicapped Children in the First Three Years.
B.M. Caldwell and D.J. Stedman, eds.  New
York: Walker & Co.
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APPENDIX B
WORKSHOP AGENDA

June 24-25, 1999
National Academy of Sciences
Washington, DC

Thursday, June 24, 1999

8:00 a.m. – 8:30 a.m. Continental Breakfast

8:30 a.m. – 9:00 a.m. Welcome and Goals of the Workshop
Jack Shonkoff, Brandeis University
Chair, Committee on Integrating the Science
of Early Childhood Development

9:00 a.m. – 10:30 a.m. Panel One
Services designed to promote child health and development

Moderator: Deborah Phillips, Committee on Integrating the
Science of Early Childhood Development

Panelists: Barbara Howard, Johns Hopkins University
Veronica Feeg, George Mason University
Samuel Meisels, University of Michigan
Ruby Takanishi, Foundation for Child Development

10:30 a.m. – 10:45 a.m. BREAK

10:45 a.m. – 12:15 p.m. Panel One, continued

12:15 p.m. – 1:30 p.m. LUNCH

Speaker: Hiro Yoshikawa, New York University

Early Childhood Intervention: Views from the Field: Report of a Workshop

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

http://www.nap.edu/9858


41

1:30 p.m. – 3:00 p.m. Panel Two
Interventions designed to address family-focused vulnerability

Moderator: Greg Duncan, Northwestern University

Panelists: Dale Farran, Vanderbilt University
Craig Ramey, University of Alabama
Mary Dozier, University of Delaware

3:00 p.m. – 3:15 p.m. BREAK

3:15 p.m. – 5:00 p.m. Panel Two, continued

5:00 p.m.– 6:30 p.m. RECEPTION

Friday, June 25, 1999

9:00 a.m. – 10:30 a.m. Panel Three
Interventions designed to address child-focused vulnerability

Moderator: Michael Guralnick, University of Washington

Panelists: Jane Knitzer, Columbia University
Mary Beth Bruder, University of Connecticut
Mark Wolery, University of North Carolina

10:30 a.m. – 10:45 a.m. BREAK

10:45 a.m. – 12:30 p.m. Panel Three, continued

12:30 p.m. – 1:30 p.m. LUNCH

Speaker: Jeanne Brooks-Gunn, Columbia University
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1:30 p.m. – 3:00 p.m. Discussion
Implications for an integrated science of early childhood
development and intervention

Moderator: Jack Shonkoff, Brandeis University

Discussants: Arnold Sameroff, University of Michigan
Barbara Bowman, Erikson Institute
Kathryn Barnard, University of Washington
Deborah Klein Walker, Massachusetts Department
of  Public Health

3:00 p.m. – 3:15 p.m. BREAK

3:15 p.m. – 5:00 p.m. Discussion
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APPENDIX C
SELECTED REPORTS FROM THE
BOARD ON CHILDREN, YOUTH, AND FAMILIES

Children of Immigrants: Health, Adjustment, and Public Assistance (1999)

Revisiting Home Visiting: Summary of a Workshop (1999)

Reducing the Odds: Preventing Perinatal Transmission of HIV in the United States (with Institute of
Medicine) (1998)

America’s Children: Health Insurance and Access to Care (with Institute of Medicine) (1998)

Systems of Accountability: Implementing Children’s Health Insurance Programs (with Institute of
Medicine) (1998)

Longitudinal Surveys of Children: Report of a Workshop (1998)

From Generation to Generation: The Health and Well-Being of Children in Immigrant Families
(1998)

New Findings on Poverty and Child Health and Nutrition: Summary of a Research Briefing (1998)

Violence in Families: Assessing Prevention and Treatment Programs (1998)

Welfare, the Family, and Reproductive Behavior: Report of a Meeting (with the Committee on
Population of the National Research Council) (1998)

New Findings on Welfare and Children’s Development: Summary of a Research Briefing (1997)

Paying Attention to Children in a Changing Health Care System: Summaries of Workshops (1996)

Beyond the Blueprint: Directions for Research on Head Start’s Families: Report of Three Roundtable
Meetings (1996)

Child Care for Low-Income Families: Directions for Research: Summary of a Workshop (1996)

Early Childhood Intervention: Views from the Field: Report of a Workshop

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

http://www.nap.edu/9858


44

Service Provider Perspectives on Family Violence Interventions: Proceedings of a Workshop (1995)

Integrating Federal Statistics on Children (with the Committee on National Statistics of the
National Research Council) (1995)

Child Care for Low-Income Families: Summary of Two Workshops (1995)

New Findings on Children, Families, and Economic Self-Sufficiency: Summary of a Research Briefing
(1995)

Cultural Diversity and Early Education: Report of a Workshop (1994)

Benefits and Systems of Care for Maternal and Child Health: Workshop Highlights (with the Board
on Health Promotion and Disease Prevention of the Institute of Medicine) (1994)

America’s Fathers and Public Policy: Report of a Workshop (1994)
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