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ABSTRACT 

Parent-child interaction has been well documented to promote language development 

among children, and higher levels of language development better prepare children for academic 

success.  Many children from low-income households reach kindergarten with inadequate 

language skills for which schools cannot compensate.  The Abecedarian Program was created to 

provide high-quality child care and enriching experiences to promote the growth and 

achievement of academic and social development of young children living in low-income 

households.  One aspect of the Abecedarian program focuses on enhancing language 

development through the intentional use of language in a variety of forms on a daily basis.  The 

home visitor aspect of the program is based on the theory that parents can provide language 

development support in addition to the active learning experiences children receive at a child 

care centre, when they interact verbally with their children at home.  Although this program has 

been demonstrated to raise children’s language levels, one of its proposed mechanisms of change 

— increased parent-child interaction at home — has not been tested.   

This thesis evaluated the impact of participation in the Abecedarian Program on levels of 

parent-child interaction at home and, in turn, the impact of parent-child interaction levels on 

language development among a sample of families living in a low-income neighbourhood in 

Winnipeg.  An existing parent survey was used to determine parent-child interaction levels at 

home, while a Brigance Screener tool was used to evaluate language levels.  A relationship was 

found between program participation and parent-child interaction levels at home; however, there 

was no statistically significant interaction between parent-child interaction at home and language 

development percent scores. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION  

 Despite the work of many large and small organizations around the world, the existence 

of poverty continues to persist, at times, to extreme levels.  Not only do adults fall victim to the 

sometimes cyclical patterns of poverty, but children also succumb to the often unforgiving nature 

of poverty before they can even be given the opportunity to surmount its barriers.  Therefore, it is 

important to look into the resources that may provide children the opportunity to overcome 

poverty in order to break the cycle many are born into and create a better future for the next 

generation before poverty determines their fate. 

Child Poverty  

It has been estimated that 400 million children worldwide are living in extreme poverty, 

defined as living on less than $1.25 a day (The World Bank, 2013).  In Canada alone, 967,000 

children live in poverty (Monsebraaten, 2013), an alarming 18% of the child population 

(Macdonald & Wilson, 2016).  MacDonald and Wilson (2016) further break down poverty in 

Canada into three tiers.  The first tier contains the group with the lowest rate of poverty among 

children.  It consists of non-Indigenous, non-immigrant and non-racialized (visible minority) 

children.  This first tier sits at a 13% poverty rate.  The second tier includes visible minority 

children (22% poverty rate), non-status First Nations, Metis, and Inuit children (23 to 29% 

poverty rate), and immigrant children (32% poverty rate).  The third and final tier, which 

represents the largest group of children living in poverty, is the First Nation status children at an 

alarming 51% rate of poverty, essentially every other child, not including children living on 

reserves (Macdonald & Wilson, 2016). 
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In 2014 in Manitoba, 85,110 children were living below the Low Income Measure After-

Tax cutoff, resulting in one out of every three and a half Manitoban children living in poverty 

(Frankel, 2016).  For almost 20 years, Manitoba has been among the four provinces with the 

highest proportions of children living in poverty; in nine of those years, Manitoba had the highest 

proportion of children living in poverty (Social Planning Council of Winnipeg, 2012).  

Furthermore, with Manitoba having the highest Indigenous population in Canada, it also has the 

highest Aboriginal child poverty rate at 56% with almost 8,000 children under 6 living in 

poverty, not including those living on reserves (Statistics Canada, 2008b).   

This statistic is particularly worrisome given the fact that the Canadian Aboriginal 

population is rapidly growing.  From 1996 to 2006, the Aboriginal population increased by 45% 

to 1,172,790 individuals, whereas the non-Aboriginal growth rate was 8%, to just over 30 million 

individuals (Statistics Canada, 2008).  This growth may be in part due to more people declaring 

themselves Aboriginal, but the rate of increase among Aboriginal people is also due to high birth 

rates among the Aboriginal population.  With the most poverty-stricken population quickly 

growing, addressing poverty and its effects is a high priority. 

Poverty and its Effects  

The impact of poverty is much deeper than a lack of food or clothes. Children living in 

poverty are more likely to have learning disabilities and developmental delays, live in 

unfavourable home environments, develop emotional and behavioural problems, and experience 

less parent-child interaction, resulting in fewer positive learning experiences at home (Brooks-

Gunn & Duncan, 1997).  These early challenges raise the risk of later incarceration, physical and 

mental health problems, and lower levels of economic attainment (Holzer, Whitmore 

Schanzenbach, Duncan, & Ludwig, 2007).  Children from low socioeconomic status (SES) areas 
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are more likely to use health care and social services and have poorer educational outcomes 

(Brownell et al., 2012). This situation then increases financial pressures on income support 

programs and social services (Holzer et al., 2007).     

SES is a primary predictor of not only school attainment but also success in life beyond 

school (Levin, 1995); therefore, strategies directed at disadvantaged children need multiple 

resources all working together to consistently address the effects of poverty (Crosnoe et al., 

2010).  Poverty has been found to indirectly impact intellectual development: the more poverty 

experienced in a household, the lower the level of cognitive stimulation and responsiveness in 

parent-child interactions and, in turn, a less warm and sensitive parenting style is likely (Guo & 

Harris, 2000; Mistry, Benner, Biesanz, Clark, & Howes, 2010; Pungello, Iruka, Dotterer, Mills-

Koonce, & Reznick, 2009;). 

Poverty also carries a physical impact.  Brain development is greatly influenced by a 

child’s environment and is long-lasting (Stone & Lindsey, 1998).  Each child has sensitive 

periods of brain development, where the brain is more responsive to experiences that may 

enhance or hinder development (Fox, Levitt, & Nelson, 2010).  The billions of neurons and 

trillions of synapses that are in a child’s brain are more than a child will ever use, and slowly, 

over time, the synapses that are not used, based on a child’s environment, are eliminated (Stone 

& Lindsey, 1998).  The development of specific brain structures linked to learning such as the 

frontal lobe (important for complex learning), the temporal lobe (relevant for language 

comprehension) and the hippocampus (critical for information processing and memory) are 

influenced by the effects of poverty (Hair, Hanson, Wolfe, & Pollak, 2015).  Brain development 

stages show the importance of providing stimulating environments and taking advantage of early 
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learning opportunities. Children living in poverty have shown atypical development in these 

brain structures, explaining up to 20% of their school deficits (Hair et al., 2015).    

Children’s developmental paths are influenced by early experiences; they are not pre-

determined (Brownell et al., 2012).  Providing security and stability can reduce the risk of 

negative developmental outcomes, and the Manitoba Housing and Renewal Corporation, a 

Crown Corporation of the Province of Manitoba, plays a critical role with its mandate to provide 

access to safe and affordable “social housing” for low- and moderate-income households 

(Manitoba Housing and Community Development, 2012).  The affordability of housing largely 

determines what families can afford to spend on other life necessities, and heavily influences 

disposable income and the degree of material deprivation that they face (Tunstall et al., 2013).   

One of Winnipeg’s social housing complexes is in Lord Selkirk Park.  Compared to the 

rest of Winnipeg, Lord Selkirk Park has a lower percentage of residents who have graduated 

from high school, a higher unemployment rate and a lower average household income (Cooper, 

2013).  Within the Lord Selkirk Park neighbourhood, 66% of the population is Aboriginal, 

compared to 10% of the Winnipeg population as a whole (Cooper, 2013).  Household incomes 

average $21,559; 60% of families receive Employment and Income Assistance and 40% pay rent 

proportional to their income (Cooper, 2013).  Service providers in Lord Selkirk Park described 

the area in 2001 as a place of racism, poverty, violence, gangs, drugs and addictions (Silver, 

2011).   

 Housing alone will not change the trajectory of children living in poverty.  Despite the 

positive benefits of stable and affordable housing, children in Manitoba residing in social 

housing are less ready for school compared with Manitobans not living in social housing 

(Finlayson et al., 2013).  Silver (2006) argues that social housing is not the reason for issues that 
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plague inner city housing complexes such as Lord Selkirk Park.  Rather, the problems associated 

with public housing have deep roots, and therefore, need long-term solutions involving tenant 

participation (Silver, 2006).  These potential solutions include providing adequate and affordable 

child care, creating opportunities to strengthen parenting skills, and promoting volunteering, 

training, and development opportunities within the community (Silver, 2006).   

Addressing Poverty 

 Canada appears to be making progress in addressing child development issues and their 

impact on school readiness, and Manitoba is committed to implementing local programs to help 

address the inter-related factors of poverty and child development.  Manitoba provides many 

types of programs.  Beginning in infancy, Healthy Baby supports low-income mothers with 

prenatal development and infant development, the Families First program has home visitors help 

build strong, healthy and safe family environments, and the Triple P, Positive Parenting 

Program provides parenting information and resources province-wide (Healthy Child Manitoba, 

2016).   

 Additionally there are programs that focus on the specific needs of Aboriginal families, a 

much needed step forward in addressing poverty in this province.  The Winnipeg Regional 

Health Authority offers inner city programs such as This Way to a Healthy Baby that focus on 

early and regular prenatal care (Winnipeg Regional Health Authority, 2016).  Programs such as 

Right to Play and The Winnipeg Boldness Project use community leaders and athletes who work 

together with the community to increase educational outcomes and life skill development (Right 

to Play, 2016; The Winnipeg Boldness Project, 2016).  The Aboriginal Head Start Program 

(AHS) is likely the biggest program in the province aimed at Aboriginal Early Childhood 

education.  The twenty programs within the AHS, although run by various organizations and 
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therefore each slightly different, all follow the same program components, values and beliefs 

with the goal of developing children into successful adults (Manitoba Aboriginal Head Start, 

2016). 

 Programs aimed at student and life trajectory success are not unique to Canada.  In 2015, 

the Obama administration passed the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) that promotes equality 

for all children to reach their potential regardless of their background (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2016).  Australia has been running its Save the Children Program for over 60 years in 

urban, rural and remote parts of the country, helping children from diverse backgrounds learn 

and play (Save the Children, 2016).  Canada is not exempt from the issues that many other 

developed countries face.  As Rothman (2007) clearly indicates, a poverty reduction strategy is 

needed for Canada, and a key aspect of that strategy needs to focus on early learning and child 

care services.  A strategy is desperately needed for Canada’s children and specifically for the 

unique Aboriginal cultures. 

Aboriginal Culture 

 The Aboriginal population has distinct cultures, and this is particularly important to 

understand when developing programs.  Furthermore, scholars have argued that early education 

programs that incorporate Aboriginal values and cultural needs will not only help address 

poverty issues but also help restore Aboriginal identities (Nguyen, 2011).  The long history of 

Aboriginal peoples and the Canadian Government has been marred by very negative processes, 

such as the land that was taken from Aboriginal peoples and the attempts to forcibly assimilate 

Aboriginal children into Western culture through the residential school system.  Today, the 

federal government is still responsible for on-reserve Aboriginal education, and this Aboriginal 
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population has yet to see success comparable to their non-Aboriginal counterparts (Nguyen, 

2011). 

 Aboriginal cultures consider child rearing a sacred responsibility, where children are the 

purpose of life (Brokenleg, 1999).  For instance, traditional Native American culture emphasizes 

four values important in child rearing: belonging (developed through respectful relationships 

with adults and peers), mastery (children gaining confidence of skills mentored by elders and 

peers), independence (developing a strong sense of autonomy) and generosity (children showing 

compassion for others and valuing relationships over possessions) (Brokenleg, 1999).   

 Aboriginal child care programs in Canada began in 1994 with the launch of the First 

Nations and Inuit Child Care Initiative, followed by the Aboriginal Head Start Initiative in 1995, 

which focused on urban and large northern communities, and then in 1997 the program expanded 

to include families living on reserve (Greenwood & Shawana, 2000).  These programs addressed 

two specific components that the Assembly of First Nations felt were critical aspects of 

Aboriginal child care programs: culture and language, and parental and community involvement 

(Greenwood & Shawana, 2000).  In addition, a major study conducted with First Nations Elders, 

child care community workers, band administrators, and parent and community members 

indicated that First Nations quality child care should, among other aspects, promote Aboriginal 

language and culture including storytelling and songs, provide developmentally appropriate 

opportunities to prepare children for school, and involve parents, elders and community members 

in the administration of the program and development of program goals (Greenwood & 

Shawana, 2000). 

 An evaluation of the Aboriginal Head Start Program in 2012 indicated that positive 

progress is being achieved through the program, particularly improving school readiness 
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(language development), increasing physical health and also promoting Aboriginal cultural 

identity among participants (Public Health Agency of Canada, 2012).  However, the reach is 

limited with only eight percent of the off-reserve population accessing the program.  Community 

and parental/family impact of the program is still to be determined. 

The Abecedarian Program  

In 2012, Manitoba took a step toward addressing child poverty by implementing the 

Abecedarian Program in Lord Selkirk Park Child Care Centre, making that location the first in 

Canada to adopt the program (Ledwich, 2012).  This child care model aims to increase language 

and learning for children living in poverty through active learning experiences (Ramey, Sparling, 

& Ramey, 2012).  Based on developmental theory and research evidence, we know children are 

always learning throughout the day, and the Abecedarian Program was designed to incorporate 

highly engaging, fun and active learning activities in all daily activities (Ramey et al., 2012).  

The Abecedarian Program focuses on four elements: learning games, conversational reading, 

language priority and enriched caregiving (Sparling, 2010).  These are described further in 

Chapter 2. 

The initial goal of the Abecedarian Program was to determine whether children living in 

poverty would benefit from enriched learning experiences that were coupled with a nurturing and 

responsive environment (Ramey et al., 2012).  Shonkoff (as cited in Ramey et al, 2012, p. 48), 

who coined the term “toxic environments,” explains that proper brain development needs not 

only positive environmental experiences but also positive psychosocial and learning experiences.  

Therefore the cognitive programming provided in this approach, together with a responsive and 

nurturing environment, is expected to have valuable benefits for not only the children attending 

but also their families.   
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Cognitive development is the ongoing construction of age-appropriate language and 

numeracy skills and executive functions, which include attention, decision-making, and problem 

solving, all of which importantly involve language (Komro, Flay, Biglan, Promise 

Neighborhoods Research Consortium, 2011).  Social and emotional skills include the ability to 

effectively engage in social interactions, use social cues and regulate emotional responses 

(Komro et al., 2011).  The Abecedarian Program has successfully developed a program that 

encompasses both cognitive and social and emotional aspects of development.  Outcome 

evaluations of the Abecedarian Program have shown significantly higher IQ, reading and math 

scores, and gains in intellectual development for children accessing the program (Masse & 

Barnett, 2002).  Additionally, Burchinal’s research (as cited in Ramey et al., 2012, p. 47) showed 

that children who experienced positive interactions in the program were more socially interactive 

with their mothers at home. 

Purpose of the Present Study 

Based on the potential benefits of the Abecedarian Program, the purpose of this study is 

to expand previous research on the impact of the Abecedarian Program.  Understanding the 

impact of not only early childhood education programs but also parental influences on child 

development, particularly for Aboriginal children, is essential in addressing the educational gap 

that exists in our country.  The impact of parental influence on the program has not yet been 

tested.  The main goal of this study is to measure the impact of participation in the Abecedarian 

Program on levels of parent-child interaction at home and, in turn, the impact of parent-child 

interaction levels on children’s language development among a sample of families living in a 

low-income neighbourhood in Winnipeg.   
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Research Questions 

 The following questions were developed to address the objectives of the study and 

analyze program impact on parent-child interaction, as well as parent-child interaction on 

language development. 

1. Does participation in the Abecedarian Program increase parent-child interaction at 

home?    

2. Do higher levels of parent-child interaction at home predict higher language 

development scores?   

The following chapter provides an overview of the literature regarding child development 

programs, specifically the Abecedarian Program and its theoretical foundations, as well as a 

literature review of parent-child interaction and the value of language development.  In the 

subsequent chapter the methods of the study are explained.  In the findings chapter the results 

from the analyses done to answer the research questions are detailed.  In the final chapter I will 

discuss the findings and identify their implications for child development practice, early 

childhood education, and policy.   
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

 The amount of research on the impact of the Abecedarian Program, beginning with the 

original study conducted in North Carolina more than 30 years ago, is substantial.  There is less 

research, however, on the impact of the model in a Canadian context, specifically one that has a 

large Aboriginal population.  The population in Winnipeg that participates in the Abecedarian 

Program is from a different cultural background than that of the population in the original 

research, which although similarly focused on low-income families, contained a high African-

American demographic.  Given the lack of research for such a model in Canada, and specifically 

Winnipeg, it is important to study the impact of the program and determine whether the program 

is beneficial for not only the children, but their families and the community as a whole. 

 In this literature review current trends in child development programs with a Western 

cultural focus are examined.  This examination will lead to a thorough discussion of the 

Abecedarian Program, its approach, intent and the research conducted to date on the outcomes of 

the program and the gaps presented in the literature.  Additionally, the review will reflect on two 

theoretical frameworks, General Systems Theory and Sociocultural Theory.  Both of these 

theories emphasize the key role of external factors for a child’s developmental path.  In addition, 

the parent-child relationship and its impact on child development as an external factor, 

specifically its relationship with language development in children and how the Abecedarian 

model integrates these theories into the program, will be addressed. 

Child Development Programs 

In 2003, Statistics Canada indicated that more than half (54%) of Canadian children aged 

six months to five years were in non-parental child care (Bushnik, 2006).  Canada lacks a 
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national early childhood education strategy, leaving the regulation of such programs to each 

individual province and territory to determine and implement.  Although the Canadian 

government had committed to working with the provinces and territories in 2004 to develop a 

national Early Learning and Child Care vision based on four principles: quality, universal 

inclusiveness, accessibility and development, a change in government in 2006 to the 

Conservative Government halted the implementation of a national strategy (Greenwood, de 

Leeuw, & Fraser, 2007).  However, with the election of a new Liberal Government in 2015, 

Canada is again working towards developing a national Early Learning and Childcare Strategy 

with a specific Indigenous component and has committed to investing $7 billion in supporting 

and increasing child care, particularly for low and moderate income families (“Prime Minister 

announces,” 2017). 

Early childhood education programs vary greatly across the country in quality and the 

type of care they offer (Barnett & Ackerman, 2006).  These programs range from solely 

providing child care to providing child care and education programs to providing child care and 

parent and child education programs.  But why is a lack of national strategy an issue?  As 

previously discussed, the first few years of life are important in the development process and 

certain factors such as a healthy, established caregiver relationship and cognitive stimulation are 

critical to healthy child development (Karoly, Kilburn, & Cannon, 2005).  Canada’s children, 

particularly those living in poverty, need an investment in quality early childhood education 

research and resources.   

Sawhill, who has provided insights into how to increase economic opportunity for 

disadvantaged children, has stated, “The most important ingredients for success appear to be 

intervening as early as possible and maintaining the quality of what is offered as more children 
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are served” (Flessa, 2007, p. 15).  The Manitoba Children’s Advocate has similarly called for an 

increased focus on early intervention in order to improve child outcomes (The Office of the 

Children’s Advocate, 2013).    

It is widely recognized that investing in early childhood development has the potential to 

improve life outcomes, particularly for high-risk children (Siraj-Blatchford, 2004).  A child’s 

development begins prenatally and is affected by its environment and life experiences, requiring 

positive cognitive and non-cognitive stimulation to avoid both social and economic failure 

(Heckman, 2006).  Children are more likely to succeed in school and contribute to society later 

on in life if they are able to appropriately develop their cognitive, language, motor and adaptive 

skills and social-emotional functioning (Erickson & Kurz-Riemer, 1999).  Disadvantaged 

children who are exposed to appropriate learning opportunities in early childhood education 

programs can overcome the effects poverty has on their development and increase their language 

and literacy skills (Wasik, Bond, & Hindman, 2006).  Research has shown that the early years in 

a child’s development are crucial for future success in school, health, employment and 

citizenship, and that such development can be nurtured by stable housing, positive relationships, 

safe neighbourhoods and supportive communities along with financial security (Healthy Child 

Committee of Cabinet, 2013; Love et al., 2005).  However, not all programs are built equally, 

and it is the high-quality child care programs that provide the best outcomes for children 

(Peisner-Feinberg, et al., 2001).   

High quality care can positively contribute to children’s social, emotional and cognitive 

development, increase learning and more specifically develop language, impacting low-income 

children the most (NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 2000; Pianta, Barnett, 

Burchinal, & Thornburg, 2009).  High quality care can be broken down into structural and 
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process quality (Pianta, et al., 2009).  Structural quality includes lower child-staff ratios and 

higher levels of educated caregivers (Karoly et al., 2005; NICHD Early Child Care Research 

Network, 1999), while process quality refers to the experiences children encounter during care 

such as supportive, responsive, and language-stimulating adult-child interactions.  Stimulating 

interactions include asking open-ended questions (Vernon-Feagans & Bratsch-Hines, 2013), 

providing feedback, and asking descriptive questions (Pianta et al., 2009; Wasik et al., 2006).  

Lower staff-child ratios provide opportunities for staff to engage in more stimulating dialogue, 

be more responsive to children’s questions and more supportive and attentive to children’s 

activities, enabling children to grow and develop with individualized attention and interaction 

(Barnett et al., 2006).  Other suggestions to increase vocabulary include following a child’s lead 

when having conversations, emphasizing the meaning of words, introducing new words before 

reading them and incorporating new vocabulary in different avenues rather than only in reading 

(Jalongo & Sobolak, 2011).  Longer-term benefits from such programs include higher test scores, 

less grade repetition, and higher adult income (Pianta et al., 2009).   

Research has shown that early intervention for children at risk has much greater returns 

than later interventions, as evidenced by programs such as the Perry Preschool Program, an 

experimental intervention program for disadvantaged African-American children, which found 

an economic rate of return of up to 17% (Heckman, 2006) and the Chicago Child-Parent Centre 

Program that was associated with better educational and social outcomes for children up to 20 

years later (Reynolds, Temple, Robertson & Mann, 2001).  Early childhood programs aimed at 

increasing cognitive stimulation and positive parenting interactions in the home through home 

visits and “hands-on” parent education seem most successful (Guo & Harris, 2000; Karoly et al., 
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2005).  Additionally, programs appear to be more effective when the home visit aspect of a 

program is provided by a professional (Karoly et al., 2005). 

Many early childhood education programs have been developed around the world in the 

hopes of providing children with the best start to their academic career.  Early Head Start is one 

such program in Canada for disadvantaged families that utilizes both child care centre 

programming and home visits to positively increase parent-child interaction, which then 

promotes social and cognitive development among children in the program (Melhuish et al., 

2008).  Head Start is another federally funded U.S. program that focuses on child development 

for low-income households.  Of the many studies done on this program, most have found 

positive effects on children’s development; although the results were generally small for 

children’s cognitive and social development, increase in vocabulary was high (Phillips & 

Lowenstein, 2011).  However, any program benefits must be considered together with other 

factors such as parental interaction and access to resources (Phillips & Lowenstein, 2011).     

Overall, although there are many programs that promote early child development, when 

children who live in poverty do not have access to such programs they continue to have lower 

mental test scores, higher rates of academic failure and higher dropout rates (Campbell, Ramey, 

Pungello, Sparling, & Miller-Johnson, 2002).  Implementing early interventions for children at 

significant risk of academic problems has the potential to catch children up to their peers and has 

an important impact on later school performance (Thal, Reilly, Siebert, Jeffries, & Fenson, 

2004).  Increased and stimulating caregiver-child language interactions in a child care setting 

may offset home environments that have low levels of language input (Vernon-Feagans & 

Bratsch-Hines, 2013).   Children from families with less educated mothers can also benefit from 

quality child care programs (Peisner-Feinberg et al., 2001).  The Better Beginnings, Better 
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Futures program is a great example of an Ontario provincially-funded project for families with 

young children in low-income communities, designed to not only promote child development but 

also educate parents and families (Pancer, Nelson, Hasford, & Loomis, 2012).   

Aboriginal Child Development Programs. As previously noted, the Aboriginal 

population in Manitoba is rapidly growing, and the educational gap associated with it is 

continuing to expand (Statistics Canada, 2008).  Programming specifically directed toward this 

group is no longer a luxury but a necessity.  The biggest and likely most needed program, based 

on our provincial demographics, is the Aboriginal Head Start program in Manitoba.  Manitoba 

has greatly expanded its Aboriginal early childhood education programs across the province 

through this initiative.  Three of its program components include culture and language, 

encouraging cultural and language retention; education, encouraging and providing opportunities 

to learn; and parental and family involvement: recognizing the family is a child’s primary 

teacher, family will participate in classroom activities (Manitoba Aboriginal Head Start, 2016).   

“Achieving equity in educational outcomes . . . is a critical step in the reduction of the 

socioeconomic disparities between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Canadians.” (Preston, 2011, 

pg. 13).  Generally, early childhood education programs have been developed from a European 

perspective (Ball, 2009).  However, Manitoba needs to take into consideration the distinct 

Aboriginal population and offer programs that not only address the effects of poverty but also 

incorporate programming that connects to Aboriginal culture.  A national study on First Nations 

quality child care listed the processes necessary for a quality First Nations child care program 

(Greenwood, 2006).  They included: provide a safe, loving and nurturing environment; meet the 

needs of children, their families and the community; pass on cultural knowledge and language to 
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the children and opportunities to learn this knowledge; foster children’s growth and development 

in all aspects; and provide learning opportunities and develop school readiness skills. 

High quality Aboriginal early childhood education programs consist of four main aspects: 

a focus on Aboriginal education practices; Aboriginal language and culture promotion; 

sufficient, well-educated Aboriginal staff; and adequately promoting parents and communities in 

their roles as educators (Preston, Cottrell, Pelletier, & Pearce, 2011).  The first aspect, Aboriginal 

education practices, indicates a need for programming to include Aboriginal pedagogy.  

Aboriginal pedagogy focuses on experiential learning such as story-telling, demonstrations and 

peer tutoring and promotes independence, observation and self-reliance (Preston et al., 2011).  

Oral narratives, shared experiences and whole class learning are essential practices for 

Aboriginal students, particularly for language and literacy development (Khan & Paddick, 2014).   

Second, programs need to incorporate local culture and languages into their curricula to 

not only promote language and culture but also increase self-esteem and the well-being of the 

community (Preston et al., 2011).   Aboriginal families see great importance in maintaining their 

culture and traditions and believe in the importance of families and respecting their elders 

(Cheah & Chirkov, 2008).    

Having well-educated staff is the third aspect.  Aboriginal educators not only have the 

ability to teach children lived cultural experiences, but also are able to communicate easily with 

families and are valuable role models for the children (Kitson & Bowes, 2010).   The final aspect 

is parental involvement.  Promoting parent involvement has been shown to increase school 

achievement and provide a stronger motivation to succeed for students (Preston et al., 2011).  

Ball (2009), in her review of promising Indigenous practices highlights a valuable principle in 

developing and supporting Indigenous educational practices: working together with a child’s 
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primary caregiver to better understand their family beliefs, culture and how they learn.  

Furthermore research has demonstrated that Aboriginal children participating in a program that 

also targets the children’s caregivers can improve receptive language, or the ability to understand 

information (Benzies, Tough, Edwards, Mychasiuk, & Donnelly, 2011).  Therefore, based on the 

importance of caregivers, programming that includes a parental component such as home visits 

may prove to be another beneficial factor in the landscape of child development. 

 Home Visiting Programs.  Some early childhood education programs offer a home visit 

component to the program, which is intended to educate parents on items such as child health, 

parenting skills, child development activities and education with the goal of improving not only 

child development in general but also the home environment.  Home visiting programs have 

been shown to provide many benefits including better cognitive and socioemotional outcomes 

for children compared to those without such programs (Sweet & Appelbaum, 2004), improved 

child intellectual development (Kendrick et al., 2000), and more particularly receptive (Benzies 

et al., 2012) and expressive language skills, although caution should be warranted as not all 

home visiting programs reached such success based on their widespread objectives (Peacock, 

Konrad, Watson, Nickel, & Muhajarine, 2013).  The variation in home visiting programs makes 

it very difficult to analyze whether these avenues in general are successful.  Home visiting 

programs vary in their target clientele group; the issues they are hoping to address; their 

strategies; the length, type, and intensity of services; and the experience and education of the 

home visitor; therefore, it is very difficult to generalize whether home visiting programs are a 

successful approach (Sweet & Appelbaum, 2004).  As well, family characteristics and life events 

also play a role in the participation in and reception of the program (Peterson, Luze, Eshbaugh, 

Jeon, & Kantz, 2007).  Although Barnett and Ackerman (2006) argue that many studies have not 
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seen any favorable outcomes of home visit programs, the variety of these programs make it 

difficult to generalize. There have been, however, some studies that have shown what is 

successful about these programs, and I will discuss these, specifically focusing on the attributes 

linked to their success. 

 The success of home visit programs depends on numerous factors.  A good relationship 

between the family and home visitor, program flexibility, and continuous home visitor support 

are all positive aspects of a successful home visiting program (Heaman, Chalmers, Woodgate, & 

Brown, 2006).  More frequent visits over a longer period of time, with focused programming 

also increased program success (Peacock et al., 2013); however, Raikes (2006) and her 

colleagues have indicated that the quality of the visits was more related to outcomes than the 

actual number of visits.  In terms of the home visitors, well-trained, culturally sensitive and 

empathetic home visitors, whom family could trust, were considered factors in a successful home 

visitor program (Heaman et al., 2006).   

Participants, however, also play a crucial role in the success of these programs.  

Commitment to the program, positive engagement by participants, and a shared responsibility for 

success are important parental aspects of successful home visitor programs (Korfmacher et al., 

2008).  Numerous programs have been developed to accomplish this joint responsibility such as 

Parent-Child Interaction Therapy, The Playing and Learning Strategies intervention, the It Takes 

Two to Talk program, and the Getting Ready program (Sheridan, Knoche, Kupzyk, Edwards, & 

Marvin, 2011). The American Getting Ready program, for example, was designed as a joint 

partnership between families and professionals and provides early intervention and education 

services to families with the goal of increasing child development and learning (Sheridan et al., 

2011).  This program focuses on two streams: promoting warm and responsive exchanges 
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between parents and children and supporting parents and professionals in a partnership that 

accepts joint responsibility for children’s development (Sheridan et al., 2011)  However, many 

other life circumstances can impact family program participation; for example, a depressed 

mother may have more difficulty remaining engaged (Korfmacher et al., 2008).   

The home visitors themselves are another area of inconsistency.  The visitors are the 

people delivering the program.  They represent the program and its curriculum to the family 

(Korfmacher et al., 2008).  Although there is conflicting evidence regarding the education levels 

of home visitors, a research study on a local Winnipeg program, Families First (intended to 

promote positive parenting and enhance parent-child interaction for families at risk, among other 

goals), found that paraprofessionals were able to sufficiently meet the needs of the program 

participants (Heaman et al., 2006).  Korfmacher et al. (2008) determined that home visitor 

experience may play a larger role in the success of a program, along with training in any home 

visit program, than education alone.   

It is important to focus on which aspects of such programs specifically promote positive 

outcomes.  Then it can be determined if and how these aspects can be incorporated into early 

childhood education programs such as the Abecedarian Program. 

The Abecedarian Program.  The Abecedarian Program is an early education 

development program that was developed by Craig T. Ramey in the 1970s with the intent of 

determining whether children from high poverty families would benefit in their language and 

learning from attending a theory-based, active learning child development centre (Ramey et al., 

2012).   

The purpose of the Abecedarian Program is to integrate scientific knowledge as to how 

young children develop and learn into playful daily learning activities and regular caregiving 
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routines to enhance the development and school achievement of children living in low-income 

families (Ramey et al., 2012).  According to the Four Diamond Model of High Quality Early 

Care and Education developed by Ramey, the most important contributions to children’s healthy 

development are found in:  

 Health and safety practices (promoting physical and mental health).  

 Frequent, warm and responsive adult-child interactions.  

 Frequent and enjoyable language and learning activities that promote advanced 

learning and independence. 

 Respectful, frequent, supportive and informative caregiver-family relationships 

(Ramey et al., 2012).   

The Abecedarian Program focuses on enhancing the quality of adult-child interactions and 

engaging parents and children in language and learning activities in the home and child care 

setting.  The approach uses a mixture of teaching and learning enrichment methods and activities 

that are classified into four categories: 

 Learning games — provide simple, fun activities that children can do. 

 Conversational reading — provides back and forth communication between a 

child and adult including a question or prompt from the adult to draw out a 

response from the child.  

 Language priority — provides language stimulation throughout the day to 

improve literary success through exposure to varied vocabulary and conversation. 

 Enriched caregiving — provides a stable relationship and educational content to 

stimulate growth and learning while providing for basic needs and responding to a 

child’s personal situation, needs and abilities (Ramey et al., 2012). 
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Some of the distinct features of the Abecedarian Program are that it begins at birth, it 

provides the appropriate amount and type of stimulation vulnerable children likely will not get at 

home, and it promotes healthy cognitive, social and emotional development (Ramey et al., 2012).  

Another feature of the program is the home visiting aspect.  Home visits serve two purposes: 

addressing family needs or issues, such as referring families to resources, and focusing on child 

and family education (teaching parents games and how to interact with their children) (Ramey et 

al., 2012). 

The first longitudinal study of the Abecedarian Program was carried out in North 

Carolina in 1972 (The Coalition for Evidence Based Policy, 2012).  The participants were low-

income families, predominantly African-American, and randomly assigned to either a treatment 

or control group.   The treatment group received the Abecedarian Program, which had a 

structured curriculum, highly trained staff, and low adult to child ratios; full-time, year-round 

programming; a parent engagement component; and a book and toy lending library, while the 

control group received other child care arrangements.  The findings, with the last follow-up 

conducted in 2012, suggested positive benefits for children in the treatment group even into 

adulthood: Children stayed in school longer, earned higher scores on intellectual and academic 

measures, were more likely to be in skilled jobs, and less likely to be a teenage parent or smoke 

than their control counterparts  (Campbell et al., 2002).   

The original Abecedarian Project study is one of the few studies where the results of an 

intervention program were documented up until adulthood.  At age 30, children who were in the 

treatment group were more likely to have completed post-secondary education, more likely to 

have steady jobs and less likely to use social assistance compared to those not in the program 

(Campbell et al., 2012).  The results of the Abecedarian Project indicate that high quality child 
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care programs can provide children living in poverty with the education and growth skills they 

need to succeed in school, thereby increasing their long-term achievement and their ability to 

become contributing members of society (Campbell et al., 2002; Masse & Barnett, 2002).  The 

project findings also highlight the impact that consistent, quality, and development-focused early 

education can have on the life trajectories of children living in poverty and how important it is to 

start early (Campbell et al., 2012). 

Although the cost of high-quality early childhood programs requires large financial 

investments, the rate of return on such investments appears to be worth the cost, averaging 

between 3 to 10%, with some programs returning as much as 17% (Heckman, 2006; Heckman, 

2011; Masse & Barnett, 2002).  The Abecedarian Program specifically has been shown to 

produce up to a 7% rate of return on investment (Masse & Barnett, 2002).  Although such 

interventions can appear costly at the outset, the alternative of addressing an educational gap 

later on in teenagers and young adults is much more costly to produce the same result (Heckman, 

2006).  The benefits of the Abecedarian Program and other similar early childhood education 

programs depend on not only the care children receive from the program but also the care they 

receive from their parents and the larger influence of their environment working together to 

influence growth and development. 

Theoretical Foundations 

The Abecedarian model is rooted in two theoretical frameworks:  Von Bertalanffy’s 

General Systems Theory (1968) and Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory (1978).  Both of these 

theories can be applied to child development in that children’s development is affected not only 

by their own characteristics but also by external factors such as family, school and community 

environments (Campbell et al., 2002).   
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General Systems Theory.  Von Bertalanffy (1968), a professor of biology, developed 

General Systems Theory, which explores the relationships and interdependence of all things 

physical, biological, psychological, social and cultural (Mitchell, 2013) and how these aspects 

operate together as a mechanism for growth and change (Friedman & Allen, 2013).  A system, as 

defined by von Bertalanffy, is “a set of elements standing in interaction,” including smaller sub-

systems such as the family and larger systems such as the community (Tamas, 2000, p.1).   

The present thesis analyzes the home environment (family relationships) as the smaller 

sub-system.  This relationship is examined in terms of child development, particularly looking at 

language development, and how the Abecedarian Program, the larger sub-system, plays a role, 

realizing that other factors such as brain maturation, psychological temperament and 

resourcefulness also impact a child’s development and his or her ability to learn and grow.   In 

applying this theory to children’s development in the early years, we must consider all of the 

factors at play.   Physically, a child’s brain reaches 50% of its adult size by six months of age and 

grows by another 40% by age eight (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization, 2006).  The speed and magnitude of neurological development is reflected in 

children’s cognitive, language, emotional and motor development throughout these years.  But 

their individual psychological characteristics play a role as well; temperament, resourcefulness, 

and social competence contribute to their resilience.  These factors influence, and are influenced 

by, the environments in which children live and their relationships with parents, teachers and 

peers, which in turn shape their developmental pathways (United Nations Educational, Scientific 

and Cultural Organization, 2006).   The Abecedarian Program carried out in a child care facility 

includes a home visitor to help facilitate and promote learning games and activities in the home 
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environment in addition to the learning at the child care centre that ties together positive child 

development in both the home environment and child care environment. 

Sociocultural Theory.  Vygotsky (1978), a Russian cognitive psychologist, emphasized 

the role of the community in the growth of children’s understanding of the world.  He argued that 

individual development is embedded in a social and cultural context, so children’s cognitive 

processes actually originate in social processes.  Specifically, he proposed that children learn by 

formally and informally interacting with others and that together they co-construct knowledge 

(Spodek & Saracho, 1999).  Vygotsky argued that by pushing children beyond their capabilities 

and providing the support of more mature thinkers to address the challenge, children will both 

learn and expand their ability to learn (Spodek & Saracho, 1999).  He believed that socially 

shared activities gradually evolve into personal internal processes (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996).  

While Vygotsky recognized the pivotal role of schools, he emphasized the crucial role of 

families in supporting children’s learning and development (Spodek & Saracho, 1999).   

Vygotsky introduced “the zone of proximal development,” which he defined as “the 

distance between the actual developmental level as determined through independent problem 

solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving under 

adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996, 

p.198).  In other words, the zone of proximal development is the gap between what we 

understand now and what we could understand with others’ help.  Learning takes place within 

the zone of proximal development, and this learning propels development.  Learning is 

facilitated through social interaction with someone more knowledgeable, who might be an adult 

such as a parent, but could also be another child.  The learning activities within the Abecedarian 

Program are rooted in Sociocultural Theory and reflected in the programming at the Lord Selkirk 
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Park Child Care Centre.  Therefore, although studies show that the home environment plays a 

significant role in children’s learning, the home environment is most effective when coupled 

with other means, such as a pre-school program (Crosnoe, et al., 2010). 

Parent-Child Interaction 

As both theories hold, home environments and specifically parent-child relationships 

have a large influence on child development.  Regardless of child care arrangements, a child’s 

main environment is their home environment.  When children are cognitively stimulated in 

multiple situations (including the home), they have higher learning rates compared to their peers 

(Crosnoe et al., 2010).  Parents provide the most language exposure for children, and for a brain 

to properly develop cognitive, sensory, behavioural and emotional competencies, it requires 

stimulated environments that incorporate all senses including visual, verbal, and touch (Maggi, 

Irwin, Siddiqi, & Hertzman, 2010).  Parent-child interaction provides children with the 

experiences and support that help foster knowledge and understanding, enabling them to reach 

their developmental milestones (De Falco et al., 2014).  Parent-child interactions are so 

important that they have been linked to critical early literacy skills development, such as letter 

naming, phonological awareness, and vocabulary, all building up to reading achievement, and 

then school success (Rush, 1999). 

Research has found that parental involvement in a child’s life and a warm, responsive and 

emotionally supportive parenting style can mitigate the negative effects of low socioeconomic 

status (Guo & Harris, 2000; Hango, 2007; Melhuish et al., 2008; Pungello, Iruka, Dotterer, 

Mills-Koonce, & Reznick, 2009).  Levels of parent-child interaction, however, are greatly 

influenced by family income and parenting styles, which influence the stimulation, support and 

nurturance a child receives (Klein & Kogan, 2012; Maggi et al., 2010).  Family characteristics, 
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parenting practices and attitudes strongly predict child outcomes regardless of child care 

arrangements (Burchinal, Peisner-Feinberg, Pianta, & Howes, 2002); therefore, a program 

approach that includes parent training resources would be expected to be highly beneficial for 

child development.   

Although the benefits of positive parent-child interaction are great, the instability and 

high stress levels of living on an inadequate income can negatively influence the quality of 

parent-child interaction.  These factors can limit the attentive and caring responses parents have, 

lower the level of interactions with children, and make it more difficult for families to obtain 

beneficial resources such as high-quality child care or books for the home (Komro et al., 2011).  

Along with stimulating toys and books, the encouragement and support for intellectual 

accomplishments and exposure to language are found less frequently in the homes of families 

living in poverty (Walker, Greenwood, Hart, & Carta, 1994).  These missing factors are valuable 

for language development and subsequently school performance predicting language, IQ, and 

achievement (Walker et al., 1994).  Low language skills can then continue when children enter 

school, where teachers are more likely to converse with children who have higher language 

abilities, subsequently further developing children’s language skills with more frequent and 

mature language discussions (Cabell et al., 2011; Split, Koomen, & Harrison, 2015). 

Generally, mothers with higher SES tend to speak differently to their children, using a 

richer vocabulary and speaking in longer and more complex sentences, thus growing their 

children’s vocabulary more than mothers of lower SES (Pungello et al., 2009).  Mothers who 

have more of a directive parenting style or caregivers who do not maintain children’s interest in 

conversation provide fewer opportunities for children to converse or use language to offer ideas, 

thus lowering their rates of language development (Landry, Smith, & Swank, 2002).  Beneficial 
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parenting encourages independence and provides a warm learning environment which promotes 

school readiness (Parker, Boak, Griffen, Ripple, & Peay, 1999). Stimulating environments, along 

with trained caregivers who are attentive and responsive, are needed to increase language and 

cognitive development of children (Clarke-Stewart, Vandell, Burchinal, O’Brien, & McCartney,  

2002). 

Maternal education and age also play a role in the number and type of words mothers 

speak to their children, with higher educated and older mothers speaking more frequently (Rowe, 

Pan, & Ayoub, 2005).  As well, mothers with less depressive symptoms interacted more with 

their children (Rowe et al., 2005).  Children who had less educated mothers but high home 

literacy environments actually outperformed the children of higher educated mothers who 

performed fewer literacy activities at home (Siraj-Blatchford, 2004).  Similarly, paternal income 

and education levels also positively influenced children’s cognitive and language development, 

as well as the quality of their playful interaction with their children (Tamis-LeMonda, Shannon, 

Cabrera, & Lamb, 2004). 

Furthermore, parent-child interaction and active engagement can be influenced by 

genetics, determining the type and frequency of how parents interact with their children and how 

children respond (Dale, Tosto, Hayiou-Thomas, & Plomin, 2015).  Activities that may help 

improve children’s development and learning include reading to children, visits to the library, 

playing with letters and numbers, play activities where parents followed the child’s lead, positive 

feedback, requesting language, and teaching children songs (Rush, 1999; Siraj-Blatchford, 

2004).  Experiences, such as language stimulation, affirmative feedback, gentle guidance, 

responsiveness, and home literacy practices (Deckner, Adamson, & Bakeman, 2006) can play an 

important role in child and language development, more so than material and educational 
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advantages (Hart & Risley, 1995).  These activities in home learning environments and family 

traits are so important and play such a large role in child development, including language 

development (Siraj-Blatchford, 2004), that they even affect children who attend full-time child 

care outside the home (Burchinal, et al., 2002), outweighing SES or parental education (Siraj-

Blatchford, 2004).   

Consistent with Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development, parents can effectively 

promote language development by actively correcting language, soliciting language use by 

children and adjusting their own speech to be slightly challenging for their children (Zimmerman 

et al., 2009).  The more conversations between parents and children, the more learning is able to 

take place (Zimmerman et al., 2009).  Although the quantity of parent-child interaction is 

important, its quality plays a larger role (De Falco et al., 2014; Topping, Dekhinet, & Zeedyk, 

2013).   

In terms of reading, parents who engaged in conversations with their children that 

extended beyond information presented in story books and engaged children in high-level 

conversations performed better on vocabulary and language measures than parents who did not 

(Wasik & Bond, 2001).  One study found that parents who tutored their children on specific 

literacy skills doubled their children’s literacy skills compared to those who simply listened to 

their children read to them and were six times more effective at increasing literacy skills than 

those who read alone to their children (Shapiro, Mactavish, Moffat, & Anderson, 2012).  By 

reading to their children, parents not only promote vocabulary development, but they also expose 

children to grammar, printed text and word recognition (Weems & Rogers, 2007).   

Inequalities between low SES children and their middle class and high SES counterparts 

start in early childhood (Brownell et al., 2004).  With high-risk children in Manitoba lagging 
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behind their peers when it comes to education, early intervention can greatly contribute to 

putting them on the path to success (Froese-Germain, 2009).  Therefore, where parental 

involvement is lacking, quality preschool education can promote higher academic attainment and 

better cognitive and intellectual development particularly for disadvantaged children (Christian, 

Morrison, & Bryant, 1998; Siraj-Blatchford, 2004), promoting the language and literacy skills 

needed to continue learning. 

The Value of Language Development 

Language plays a large role in our society and is a means to achieving not only our most 

basic needs but also our greatest dreams.  Of the many developmental domains, language is most 

associated with school readiness as children are expected to understand direction and display 

learning through language, either verbally or through writing in a school setting (Merritt & 

Klein, 2015).  Research shows that children who experienced enriched literacy environments, 

whether through high quality child care or home environments, had better vocabulary and 

language skills, which translated into better reading skills (Poe, Burchinal, & Roberts, 2004).  

Expressive and receptive language skills in infancy were associated with cognitive and 

educational outcomes, predicting later verbal ability and school achievement (Hohm, Jennen-

Steinmetz, Schmidt, & Laucht, 2007).  Children raised in low SES environments have less 

exposure to language experiences in their childhood, which affects their early language 

performance and cumulatively affects their schooling experience wherein language related skills 

dominate school systems (Walker et al., 1994).   

Children growing up in poverty are less likely than children not growing up in poverty to 

receive the encouragement and support needed to grow in their language development, less likely 

to experience a stimulating home environment, and less likely to have their parents play 
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language games with them or ask them questions (Walker et al., 1994).  Studies suggest that 

complex language measures are strong predictors of later reading (Dickinson, Glinkoff & Hirsh-

Pasek, 2010).  Children with low language skills generally have difficulty with literacy 

development and are likely to underachieve in school (Fricke, Bowyer-Crane, Haley, Hulme, & 

Snowling, 2013). 

Walker and colleagues determined that early, multilevel language-related interventions at 

home and in school could increase school outcomes for children living in low SES households 

(Walker et al., 1994).  Studies suggest that oral language intervention can increase language 

skills of at-risk children and close the language gap between these groups (Fricke et al., 2013).  

Programs that provide a high-quality language component help improve disadvantaged 

children’s transition to reading, a valuable component of school success (Justice, Mashburn, 

Hamre, & Pianta, 2008).  High-quality language strategies include modeling language more, 

providing relevant feedback on language, incorporating opportunities to play with language, such 

as rhyming (Wasik & Hindman, 2011), asking open-ended questions which promote 

conversations, repeating and expanding on children’s language, and incorporating more 

advanced vocabulary into conversations (Justice, et al. 2008).  Language intervention can boost 

language skills and, therefore, reading success well into the teenage years, making lasting 

contributions to language and comprehension abilities (Dickinson et al., 2010).   

The effects of language development appear to be cumulative; thus, understanding 

language early in life allows children to build on their language development through later years, 

using early vocabulary and conceptual knowledge to build later language and comprehension 

skills (Dickinson et al., 2010).  Expressive and receptive language skills at 10 months are 

predictive of cognitive and educational functioning 10 years later (Hohm et al., 2007).  It is 



32 
 

 
 

evident that early language development is important for children to build not only their future 

language development, but also their future reading development and, subsequently, their school 

achievements.  With the frequent lack of language stimulation for children living in poverty, it is 

important to help offset the effects of poverty and increase language development for children in 

order to provide the same opportunities for all children by starting them off with the valuable 

skill of language. 

It is evident that parental involvement in a child’s life can provide the basis for healthy 

development and learning.  However it is also evident that families consumed with the stressors 

of poverty are less likely to interact with their children, provide positive encouragement or the 

stimulating activities needed to develop important language skills.  The Abecedarian Program 

centers its approach on theories that account for external factors to promote healthy development 

in children.  In order to address the Canadian literature gap and determine the impact of the 

Abecedarian Program in a Canadian context, the research conducted here will help determine 

whether parent-child interaction and, consequently, language development are impacted by the 

Abecedarian Program in Winnipeg and will provide valuable insight into future programming for 

low-income families in Manitoba. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

Using data and extending analyses from an ongoing program evaluation, this study 

explores the experiences of families and children in the Abecedarian Program in the Lord Selkirk 

Park Child Care Centre.  Specifically, it seeks to understand how the program affects parent-

child interaction at home compared to a control group, and how this interaction impacts the 

language development of children.  In this chapter, the study design, information on the study 

participants, and the measures used will be discussed.  Ethical considerations are also presented 

and the chapter concludes with an explanation on how the data were analyzed. 

Design 

The study used a repeated measures experimental design.  In the ongoing program 

evaluation, 41 families (with 68 children) were randomly assigned to either the program group or 

the control group at the start of the program.   Only the program group received the Abecedarian 

program, while the control group received child care through another provider or a family 

member.  Data were collected annually for participants. These data included a parent survey that 

measures parent-child interaction levels at home and a language development assessment that 

measures various language development indicators.  This study includes secondary analysis of 

data that Healthy Child Manitoba and Lord Selkirk Park Child Care Centre jointly collected 

beginning in 2012 to assess the impact of the program on parent-child interaction at home and to 

assess the language skills associated with that interaction. 

The dependent variables in this study were the levels of parent-child interaction and 

language development scores, which were measured at baseline and three years later (i.e., 

repeated measures).  In an experimental design, participant variables such as age and sex of the 
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children in each group may affect the results as participants were not matched during random 

assignment for the program evaluation.   

Sample 

The target population of this study is a group of children enrolled in the Lord Selkirk 

Park Child Care Centre, who were between one and five years of age when the data collection 

began, and their families. The study will also include families outside the program as a control 

group who receive child care outside of the Lord Selkirk Park Child Care Centre.  This group 

was compared to the Abecedarian program group, which has child care within the Lord Selkirk 

Park Child Care Centre and also a regular home visitor as part of the program.   

Random Assignment.  The pool of possible sample participants was collected through 

the resource centre, a place that many families in the community access.  In total, 119 children’s 

families expressed an interest in being enrolled in the day care program, understanding that they 

may be selected for the control group.  It was determined that the fairest approach to allocating 

limited spaces in the centre was through a lottery (random assignment).  All families had the 

same chance of being selected for the program group.  Children were considered for the 

evaluation by family groups, where if a family was randomly assigned to either the program or 

the control group, all children in the family would be part of the same group.  Entrance into the 

Lord Selkirk Child Care Centre was then imputed through a random sequence generator; 

therefore, the comparison group (the control group) was also randomly selected from the same 

group.  Each family application form was numbered sequentially and then selected through the 

random.org website (a random sequence generator) to allocate them to either the program or 

control group.  In total 64 children were selected, with 32 of those children assigned to the 

control group and 32 to the program group.  For the purposes of the evaluation, data for 30 
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children in the program (n=20) and control group (n=10) who were assessed with the same 

questions at baseline and at three year follow-up were available for this study, after removing 

children who aged out of the program, those who quit the program, those who did not complete 

the reassessments and those who did not complete the consent forms (Figure 1).   

 

Figure 1.  Breakdown of sample size. 

 

Measures 

The data were collected for program evaluation purposes with multiple tools through a 

joint effort between Healthy Child Manitoba and the Lord Selkirk Park Child Care Centre.  

Parent-child interaction data were collected by program staff using a parent survey, and 

children’s language scores were tested by provincial child development counselors with a 

Brigance Screening tool. 



36 
 

 
 

Parent Survey.  An existing parent survey from the ongoing evaluation that includes 

quantitative research questions was used to determine the frequency and type of interactions 

between parents and children at home (Appendix A).  There were two scales measuring parent-

child interaction within the parent survey: the 3-item Literacy and Learning Activity scale 

(questions 6-8 on page 2 of the parent survey) and the 7-item Parenting-Positive Interactions 

scale (questions 1 to 7 on page 4 of the parent survey).  The survey asks questions such as, “How 

often do you tell stories to your child?” to determine frequency of literacy and learning activities 

in the home and “How often do you praise your child by saying something like “Good for you!” 

or  “What a nice thing you did!” or “That’s good going!”?” to determine frequency of positive 

parent-child interactions.  These questions were answered by parents on a Likert scale of 

responses to determine the frequency of each activity in the home environment at both baseline 

and year 3.  There are seven response categories ranging from 1 (low frequency of this activity) 

to 5 (high frequency of this activity).  Parents also responded with 8 for “don’t know” and 9 for 

“refused to answer.”   

The responses on the three items of the Literacy and Learning Activities scale were added 

together and the average score was used for each child-parent pair.  The responses on the seven 

item Parenting-Positive Interaction questions were also combined and an average calculated for 

each child-parent pair.  Items four and five were reverse-coded for the Parenting-Positive 

Interaction questions.   

This survey was initially administered to parents upon entrance into the program in 2012.  

For the purposes of the present study, the survey was given to parents again at the three-year 

mark.  This parent survey is administered annually by the Lord Selkirk Park Child Care Centre 

Assistant Director, Sandy Mann (occasionally the program home visitor helped assist), to both 
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the program and control group families, with whom she is very familiar and has an established 

relationship, as many control families use the resource centre attached to the child care centre.  

Before each survey, parents were reminded of the confidentiality of their answers.  At the time of 

assessment, questions were read verbally by the Assistant Director to the parents who responded 

verbally.  Answers from parents were recorded by the Assistant Director.  Families who 

participated were compensated with a $25 voucher, per child.  Some parents were given an 

additional voucher when they were reluctant to participate in the assessment. 

The Brigance Screener.  The Brigance Head Start Screen and Brigance Early Head Start 

Screen, here on referred to as the Brigance Screener, were used to evaluate language 

development among the children.  This screen was used to assess whether the program had an 

effect on language skills. Language skills were assessed using several of the subscales on the 

Brigance Early Childhood Screens, such as Receptive Language Skills, Expressive Language 

Skills, Vocabulary, Verbal Fluency, and Syntax (Appendix B).  The Brigance screening tool is a 

10 to 15 minute assessment that evaluates readiness skills in children and is completed yearly in 

the program evaluation.  Some key evaluation areas include language development, physical 

development, and social-emotional skills (Curriculum Associates, 2013).  Various components 

of the screening tool are used to evaluate language development, scaled to the age of the child 

(Appendix B).  This tool measures a variety of language skills such as receptive and expressive 

language skills, vocabulary and syntax and fluency.   

This assessment tool has two measures of language development: the percent score (the 

percent of the total score possible for the test items) and the standardized score (age-equivalent 

standardized scores established in three skill areas: non-verbal/motor development, 

communication, and academic).  Although many of the same test items fall under both testing 
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measures, each age group has its own specific items with the percent score measure testing three 

more additional items than the standardized score measure (Table 1), therefore percent score was 

used for this study.  The Brigance Head Start Screen or Brigance Early Head Start Screen was 

administered, dependent on the age of the child, at the beginning of the program and every year 

thereafter by provincial child development counselors who are very familiar with the assessment 

model.   

Table 1 

Test items and Total Score on the Two Measures of Language Development on the Brigance 

Screener 

   

 

Percent Score Standardized Score 

Age of Child Test Items 

Total 

Score Test Items 

Total 

Score 

     Infant (0-11 months) 2A, 3A 44 2A, 3A 44 

     Toddler (12-23 

months) 2B to 8B 59 2B to 8B 59 

     

Two (24-29 months) 1C, 3C, 4C, 5C, 7C 72 

1C, 3C, 4C, 5C, 

7C 72 

     Two & Half (30-35 

months) 

1D, 2D, 4D, 5D, 7D, 

10D, 11D 72 

2D, 4D, 5D, 10D, 

11D 47 

     

Three (36-47 months) 

1A, 2A, 3A, 4A, 10A, 

11A 54 

3A, 4A, 9A, 10A, 

11A 46 

     Four (48-59 months) 1B, 2B, 3B, 9B, 11B 42 3B, 8B, 9B, 11B 40 

     Five (60-71 months) 1C, 4C, 12C 22 2C, 12C 13 

     Note: Red items are included only under that scoring method. 
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Ethics 

The Assistant Director of the Child Care Centre fully informed participants of the work 

being done in order to avoid any potential harm to the participants.  As children are a crucial part 

of this study it was important to inform parents of not only their role in the research but also that 

of their children.  All parents were made aware of the purpose of the research, the expected 

timelines and the process. They were informed of their right to decline participation and also 

withdraw during any point of the research for any reason and without consequence.  They were 

assured of the confidentiality of their information and apprised of the benefits of the research.  

Participants were also given researcher contact information for any questions throughout the 

process.  Consent forms were collected by the Assistant Director specifically for this research.  

Confidentiality was ensured as no identifying information or potentially identifying information 

was provided to the researcher.  Participants were numbered without the researcher having any 

access to the parent or child’s name. 

Although written consent was previously obtained for the research by Healthy Child 

Manitoba regarding the new program model, parental consent was obtained specifically for this 

study (Appendix C).  Even though it was not brought up as a potential concern, there was some 

difficulty in obtaining all the consent forms specifically from the control group as families had 

moved away from the complex and, therefore, their data excluded from the analyses.  As well, 

there was some concern among parents regarding the additional consent form as they had already 

agreed to provide data for the collection of information.  The Assistant Director explained the 

requirements regarding the additional consent needed for this study to the parents. 

The researcher signed a Pledge of Confidentiality with Healthy Child Manitoba to access 

the data.  The data were only used by the researcher, the researcher’s advisor and the research 
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advisor’s research assistant, for the purposes of this study.  This study followed all ethical 

guidelines required by the University of Manitoba and was approved by its Joint-Faculty 

Research Ethics Board.   

Data Analysis 

Data were accessed in the secure environment of the Healthy Child Manitoba office.  The 

study sample was described using frequencies, means, and standard deviations.  These are 

presented for the sample as a whole and separately for the program and control groups. 

Frequencies and percentages were used to analyze categorical variables such as sex, ethnicity, 

education levels, and family size.  Chi-square tests were performed when the expected values 

were more than five, to determine if the groups differed on the distribution of the categorical 

variables.  Fisher’s Exact Test was used when the expected values were less than five.  Means 

and standard deviations are reported for continuous variables such as age of child, age of parent, 

and number of children in the family.   Independent t-tests were performed on these variables to 

determine any significant differences between the program and control groups.  The dependent 

variables, parent-child interaction (measured by the parent survey), and language development 

(measured by the Brigance Screener), were then analyzed to determine if there was a relationship 

between these constructs.  For the purposes of this study, a p-value less than or equal to 0.1 is 

considered statistically significant.  A 0.1 level of significance is a generally accepted value in 

research, particularly in underpowered studies such as pilot projects, which the Lord Selkirk Park 

Child Care Centre falls under (Lee, Whitehead, Jacques, & Julious, 2014). 

To address question one, that is, to determine if the Abecedarian Program impacted 

parent-child interaction at home, a two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to 

examine the effect of the program on levels of literacy and learning activities.  The between 
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subjects factor was group (program, control) and the within subjects factor was time (baseline, 

year three).  The means and standard deviations for the literacy and learning scale were 

calculated for both the program and control groups at both points in time (baseline and year 

three).  Eta-squared values were calculated to determine the amount of variability in the 

dependent variable accounted for by each effect. A two-way ANOVA was also performed on the 

parenting-positive interaction scale to determine if there was an effect of the program on these 

activities. 

The second research question, to determine if higher levels of parent-child interaction at 

home predict higher language development scores, was investigated using linear correlation 

(one, two, and three predictor) regression models.  The mean language development score at year 

three was the dependent variable.  The first regression examined the relationship between 

language development and literacy and learning.  The second regression examined the 

relationship between language development and positive parent interaction.  The literacy and 

learning and positive parent interaction variables at year three were used.  Group was added as a 

second predictor variable to account for any differences it may have had on the results.  Three 

multiple linear regression analyses were then performed.  Sex of the child and group were 

included as covariates in these two regression analyses to account for any differences these 

variables may have had on the results for each set of questions (literacy and learning and 

parenting-positive).  Sex was selected to account for any differences between sex as both groups 

did not have an equal sex distribution.  Group was selected to adjust for any imbalances in the 

baseline as the group language scores were different at the onset of the study. The last regression 

examined the relationship between language development and both parent-child interaction 

scores scales (literacy and learning and parenting-positive), and group was entered as a covariate.  
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Due to the small size of the sample only three variables were included in the models.  The 

strength and significance of the overall regression and the strength and significance of the unique 

contribution of the parent-child interaction variables are reported in the following chapter. 

  



  

43 
 

CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

The study findings are represented in this chapter and address the research questions  

1. Does participation in the Abecedarian Program increase parent-child interaction at home? and 

2. Do higher levels of parent-child interaction at home predict higher language development 

scores?  The study utilized data from parent surveys to analyze any relationship the program may 

have had on parent-child interaction levels with an ANOVA analysis.  Data from the Brigance 

Screening Tool was used to determine any relationship between language development scores 

and parent-child interaction with a correlation and multiple regression analyses. 

 The study findings will be presented in three sections.  First, the demographic 

information from the sample is presented.  General attributes of both the children and parents of 

the control and program groups are reported such as age, education levels and parent’s marital 

status.  The data from the parent survey, providing statistical information on the questions 

answered for both the literacy and learning activity set of questions and the parenting-positive 

interaction set of questions will be looked at in the second section.  Similarities and differences 

between the groups will be shown.  Lastly, the Brigance language scores from both groups were 

analyzed separately and together with literacy and learning scores and parenting-positive 

interaction scores, again with similarities and differences between the groups being reported. 

Sample Description 

 Data have been gathered collectively by the Lord Selkirk Park Child Care Centre staff 

and Healthy Child Manitoba since the inception of the program in 2012.   As the Abecedarian 

program is a small pilot project for children from birth to nine years of age, the sample for 

children with three years of data is small.  Further, although extensive efforts were made to 
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obtain consent, the sample size was reduced further where parental consent was not received, 

mostly due to family relocation for the control group.  Therefore the final sample size for this 

analysis was 30 children, 20 of whom participated in the program group and 10 of whom were 

from the control group.  Additionally, some data were suppressed due to small sample size to 

ensure anonymity.  

 A descriptive look at the demographic characteristics of the children in the sample show 

57% of the children were male (56% for the program group and 60% for the control group) and 

43% were female (45% for the program and 40% for the control group).  More than half (53%) 

of the children at baseline were 12 months or younger, 20% were between 13 and 24 months, 

and 27% were 25 or more months of age.  The average age of children at baseline in the control 

group was 17.8 months, almost four months older than the children in the program group.  There 

was no statistically significant difference between the program group (M = 14.15, SD = 10.41) 

and the control group (M = 17.80, SD = 10.80) on age; t(28) = 0.89, p = 0.38.   

Table 2 provides a breakdown of the demographic characteristics of the guardians of 

children in the sample.  Age of the parents at baseline varied with 17% aged 20 years old or 

younger, 30% aged 21 to 25 years old, 30% aged 26-30 years old, and 23% aged 31 years old or 

older.  Eighty-three percent of the parents identified themselves as either First Nations or Metis.  

The majority of parents who participated in the study were female (the actual number suppressed 

from table to preserve anonymity), and 70% of parents reported being a single parent.   A higher 

proportion of program parents were single parents (85%) compared to the control group (40%).  

This difference was statistically significant, χ²(1) = 6.43, p = 0.01. 

In terms of education, 23% of parents had completed high school at baseline; the 

proportions for the control and program group were similar with only a 5% difference between 
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the groups who had and did not have any post-secondary education.  The control group had a 

slightly higher proportion of parents who completed high school; however the difference was not 

found to be statistically significant using Fisher’s exact test, p = 0.57.  The majority of the 

control group children (80%) were not in any formal child care arrangements.  Due to the small 

sample size for both the program and control group, data were suppressed in order to preserve 

anonymity. 

A comparison of the control and program groups revealed differences and similarities in 

terms of family composition.  Both groups averaged different family sizes: 3.25 children in the 

family for the program group and 3.90 for the control group. There was not a significant 

difference in the family sizes between the program group and the control group, t(28) = .95, p = 

0.35.  The mean parent’s age at the birth of the first child was approximately 20.5 years of age 

for both the program and control group.  There was not a significant difference between the 

program group and the control group, t(27) = .01, p = 0.99.  At baseline, the control group 

parents were older than the program group parents (29 years versus 26 years respectively).   

The random assignment of the program and control groups indicated some similarities 

between the groups such as the mean parents’ age at the birth of their first child, however there 

were many differences between the two groups.  These differences, sometimes quite large, 

included, the average age of parents, the ethnicity of the two groups, and single parent status. 
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Table 2 

Demographic Characteristics of the Guardians of Children in the Program and Control Groups 

 

    

Variable        Total    Program   Control 

  
    (n = 30)    (n = 20)   (n = 10) 

    N % N % N % 

Age (years) 20 or 

younger 

5 17 - - - - 

 21-25 9 30 - - - - 

 26-30 9 30 - - - - 

 31 or older 7 23 - - - - 

        Ethnicity First 

Nations 

15 50 8 40 7 70 

 Metis 10 33 - - - - 

 Other 5 17     

Age (years) at first 

born* 

19 or 

younger 

17 57 13 68 4 40 

 20 or older 12 40 6 32 6 60 

        Single parent at baseline Yes 21 70 17 85 4 40 

 No 9 30 3 15 6 60 

        

Single parent at year 3 Yes 21 70 17 85 4 40 

 No 9 30 3 15 6 60 

        
Has some high school 

education 

Yes 19 63 13 65 6 60 

 No 11 37 7 35 4 40 

        
Completed high school Yes 7 23 - - - - 

 No 23 77 - - - - 

        
Family        

Number of children in 

the family 

1-2 

 

8 27 - - - - 

 3-4 13 43 - - - - 

 5 or more 9 30 - - - - 

        Child care at year 3* Yes 21 70 - - - - 

  No 8 27 - - - - 

Note.  *missing values, - =suppressed. 
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Parent Survey  

 Literacy and Learning Questions. To determine whether participation in the 

Abecedarian Program at the Lord Selkirk Park Child Care Centre increased parent-child 

interaction at home, the annual parent survey was analyzed on two subsets of questions.  The 

first set of questions related to the level of literacy and learning activities between children and 

parents in the home environment.  It is important to note that these literacy and learning 

questions were only asked of parents when their children were one to five years of age; therefore 

the year three sample size was much larger as many children began the program when they were 

younger than 12 months old. 

The average literacy and learning score at baseline was 4.15 (SD = .87) for the control 

group (n = 7) and 3.20 (SD = 0.88) for the program group (n =10).  At year three, the average 

score was 4.43 (SD = 0.42) for the control group (n = 10) and 4.18 (SD = 0.64) for the program 

group (n = 19) (Figure 2).  The average literacy and learning score for the control group at 

baseline remained fairly stable by year three while the program group’s average literacy and 

learning score increased by year three.  A two-way ANOVA was conducted to examine the 

effect of the program on levels of literacy and learning activities.  The dependent variable was 

the average literacy and learning score.  The between subjects factor was group (program, 

control) and within subjects factor was time (baseline, year three).  There was no statistically 

significant interaction between group and time, F (1, 15) = 2.61, p = 0.13 and the main effect of 

time was not significant, F (1, 15) = 2.53, p = 0.13.  The main effect of group, however, was 

significant between the program and control groups on literacy and learning activities, F (1, 15) 

= 4.79, p = 0.05.  Time accounted for 7% of the variability in the literacy and learning scores, 
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whereas group accounted for 10% of the variability and the interaction between time and group 

accounted for 7% of the variability.  

The program group had greater increases in their literacy and learning scores from 

baseline to year three compared to the control group.  The two-way ANOVA indicated a 

significant relationship between the two groups on these questions with a p-value of 0.05. 

  

Figure 2.  Average literacy and learning interaction scores at baseline and year three. 

 

Parenting-Positive Interaction Questions. The second group of survey questions 

focused on positive parent-child interactions.  These seven questions were rated by parents on a 

progressive scale to determine how often these activities took place at home.  As with the 

literacy and learning questions, these questions were only asked of parents of children aged one 

to nine years of age, and therefore, the year three sample size is larger. 

The average parenting-positive interaction score at baseline was 3.90 (SD = 0.30) for the 

control group (n = 6) and 3.43 (SD = 0.61) for the program group (n = 10).  By year three, the 

average score was 3.89 (SD = 0.45) for the control group (n = 10) and 3.73 (SD = 0.51) for the 
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program group (n = 19) (Figure 3).  A two-way ANOVA was conducted to examine the effect of 

the program on levels of parenting-positive child interaction.  The between subjects factor was 

group (program, control) and within subjects factor was time (baseline, year three).  The 

dependent variable was the average parenting-positive interaction score.  There was no 

statistically significant interaction between program and time, F (1, 14) = 1.22, p = 0.29 and the 

main effect of time is not significant, F (1, 14) = 0.17, p = 0.69.  The main effect of group was 

also not significant, F (1, 14) = 2.52, p = 0.14.  Time accounted for 0.02 percent of the variability 

in parenting-positive interaction scores, whereas group accounted for 12.77 percent of the 

variability, and the interaction between time and group accounted for 1.27 percent of the 

variability.  Although the program group saw an increase in their parenting-positive scores from 

baseline to year three while the control group saw a slight decrease, the two-way ANOVA 

indicated no significant relationships between the two groups on these questions. 

 

Figure 3.  Average parenting-positive interaction scores at baseline and year three. 
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Brigance Screener 

The second research question was to determine if higher parent-child interaction levels at 

home predicted higher language development scores. This research question was answered by 

examining the relationship between the Brigance Screener Language scores of the children at the 

three-year mark and the language and literacy and parenting-positive interaction scores at year 

three.  The control group (n = 10) averaged a language development total score of 63% at year 

three (SD = 24.60).  The program group (n = 20) averaged a language development total score of 

73% at year three (SD = 15.41). 

A simple regression analysis was performed examining the relationship between the 

literacy and learning questions and the language development score at year three.  In general, 

there was not a statistically significant relationship between language development scores and 

average literacy and learning scores, R
2 

= 0.04, t(27) = 1.08, p = 0.29.  The same analysis was 

performed examining the relationship between the parenting-positive interaction questions and 

the language development score at year three.  There was not a statistically significant 

relationship between language development scores and average parenting-positive interaction 

scores, R
2 

= 0.00, t(27) = -0.05, p = 0.96. 

The Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient was computed to assess the direction 

and strength of the relationship between language development scores at year three and the 

average year three scores of the literacy and learning questions and the parenting-positive 

interaction questions.  There was a weak positive correlation between average language 

development scores at year three and literacy and learning scores at year three (r = 0.20) and no 

relationship between language development scores at year three and parenting-positive 

interaction scores at year three (r = -0.01). 
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A multiple linear regression analysis was performed examining the relationship between 

the literacy and learning questions, group and the dependent variable, the language development 

score at year three.  The control group saw a more significant relationship between literacy and 

learning scores and language development while the program group saw almost no relationship 

between the variables (Figure 4).  As shown in Figure 4, the more literacy and learning activities 

that were done in the home for the control group, the higher the language development scores 

were for the children.  That is, the levels of literacy and learning activities at home for the 

program group had minimal impact on language development scores. In general, there was not a 

statistically significant relationship between language development scores, group, and average 

literacy and learning scores, R
2 

= 0.18, F (2,26) = 2.76, p = 0.08.  Literacy and learning activities 

and group accounted for 18 % of the variability in language development in year three.  There 

was no evidence of a relationship between literacy and learning questions and language 

development when controlling for group, t (26) = 1.55, p = 0.13.  There was evidence of a weak 

positive relationship between group and language development when adjusting for differences in 

literacy and learning scores, t (26) = 2.05, p = 0.05, B = 0.32.   
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Figure 4.  Average literacy and learning scores and language development scores at year 

three. 

A multiple linear regression analysis on the second set of questions — parenting-positive 

interaction questions — was performed using the average parenting-positive interaction score at 

year three, group, and the language development score at year three (Figure 5).  The graph in 

Figure 5 shows the control group with a positive relationship between the variables: the more 

positive parenting activities in the home, the higher the language development scores.  The 

program group showed a negative relationship, with a slight decline in language development 

scores as positive parenting activities increased.  In general there was no statistically significant 
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relationship between language development scores, group, and average parenting-positive 

interaction scores, R
2 

= 0.10, F (2,26) = 1.46, p = 0.25.  Parenting-positive interaction scores and 

group accounted for 10% of the variability in language development in year three.  There was no 

evidence of a relationship between parenting-positive questions and language development when 

controlling for group, t (26) = 0.22, p = 0.83.  There was evidence of a positive relationship 

between group and language development when adjusting for parenting-positive scores, t (26) = 

1.71, p = 0.10.   

 

Figure 5.  Average parenting-positive scores and language development scores at year 

three 
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Three additional multiple linear regression analyses were performed on language 

development scores at year three using three predictors to account for any differences these 

variables may have had on the results (Table 3).  The first analysis included sex of the child, 

program group, and literacy and learning scores at year three.  The regression model with all 

three predictors produced an R
2 

= 0.19, F (3, 25) = 1.94, p = 0.15, showing no significant 

relationship overall between the three variables: sex, group, literacy and learning scores and 

language development.  There was no evidence of a relationship between literacy and learning 

scores and language development when controlling for sex and group, t (25) = 1.59, p = 0.13; 

however, there was evidence of a relationship between group and language development when 

controlling for literacy and learning scores and sex, t (25) = 2.05, p = 0.05.  The second analysis 

included sex of the child, program group and parenting-positive scores at year three.  The 

regression model with all three predictors produced an R
2 

= 0.11, F (3, 25) = 1.00, p = 0.41, 

showing a non-significant relationship overall between the three variables: sex, group, and 

parenting-positive interaction and language development.  There was no evidence of a 

relationship between parenting-positive scores and language development when controlling for 

sex and group, t (25) = 0.11, p = 0.91.  The third analysis included the program group, literacy 

and learning scores at year three, and parenting-positive scores at year three.  The regression 

model with all three predictors produced an R
2 

= 0.18, F (3, 25) = 1.77, p = 0.18, showing no 

significant relationship between the three variables and language development.  There was 

evidence of a relationship between group and language development when controlling for 

literacy and learning scores and parenting-positive scores, t (25) = 2.01, p = 0.06.  There was no 

evidence of a relationship between literacy and learning scores and language development when 

controlling for group and parenting-positive scores, t (25) = 1.51, p = 0.15.  There was also no 
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evidence of a relationship between parenting-positive scores and language development when 

controlling for group and literacy and learning scores, t (25) = 0.10, p = 0.92. 

In terms of language development using the Brigance Screener scores, analyses showed 

that, in general, there was not a statistically significant relationship between language 

development scores, group, and average literacy and learning scores, or average parenting-

positive interaction scores.  The additional multiple linear regression analyses, however, did 

provide evidence of a relationship between group and language development when controlling 

for literacy and learning scores and sex (p = 0.05), and also evidence of a relationship between 

group and language development when controlling for literacy and learning scores and 

parenting-positive scores (p = 0.06). 
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Table 3 

Multiple Linear Regression Analysis on Average Language Development Scores 

    

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Predictor β t p R
2
 β t p R

2
 β t p R

2
 

             

Sex of the 

Child 
-0.12 -0.64 0.53  -0.08 -0.42 0.68      

             

Program 

Group 
0.38 2.05 0.05  0.32 1.67 0.11  0.38 2.01 0.06  

             

Average 

Literacy 

and 

Learning 

Score Year 

3 

0.29 1.59 0.13      0.28 1.51 0.15  

             

Average 

Positive-

Parenting 

Score Year 

3 

    0.02 0.11 0.91  0.02 0.10 0.92  

             

Explained 

Variance 
   0.19    0.11    0.18 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

In this chapter the findings of the study will be discussed.  The intent of the study was 

first to determine if participation in the Abecedarian Program in the Lord Selkirk Park Child 

Care Centre increased parent-child interaction in the home environment, and secondly to 

determine if higher levels of parent-child interaction at home predicted higher language 

development scores. A better understanding of the impact of the Abecedarian Model on 

children’s language development in a Winnipeg social housing context with a large Aboriginal 

population may provide staff with knowledge on their work and also provide governments with 

information regarding model modifications or the evidence to support expansion of such a model 

to other housing complexes. 

Parent Survey 

A comparison of the sociodemographic characteristics of the control and program groups 

revealed similarities, such as parents’ age at the birth of their first born.  However, there were 

differences between the groups.  At baseline, the control group parents and children on average 

were older than the program group parents and children, respectively.  These age differences, or 

potentially the fact that more of the control group participants were from two-parent families, 

might explain the differences in baseline scores for both parent-interaction and language 

development between the groups. 

The first research question asked whether participation in the Abecedarian Program in 

Lord Selkirk Park increased parent-child interaction at home.  Overall, based on the change in 

parent-child interaction, the program appeared to have a small impact on parent-child interaction 

in the home.  This could be attributed to various factors.  First, the program itself may have 
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helped increase children’s language development, therefore enabling parents to converse more 

easily and frequently with their children’s higher language skills (Split et al., 2015; Cabell et al., 

2011).  One reason the program only appeared to have a small impact on parent-child interaction 

at home may be because the home visitor initially had a slow start working with the families 

specifically on parent-child interaction activities.  As per discussions with program staff, most of 

their time was spent referring families to services and dealing with personal matters, rather than 

on parenting techniques and activities.  Previous research has found that language development 

and parental support for learning are largely related to the frequency of which child-focused 

activities occur during home visits, impacting the results of the program (Raikes et al., 2006).  

Additionally, while some studies, such as the work done by Sweet and Appelbaum (2004), 

indicate home visit programs positively benefitted both children and parents, they do caution that 

such programs are often complex and vary in terms program goals and delivery, making it 

difficult to generalize such research.   

Many factors such as the quantity and quality of the home visits, the home visitor 

personality, family mental health, parental participation, and the initial differences between the 

group scores were not examined in this study and may provide insight into the results and the 

impact of the home visitor.  An article published in Pediatrics agreed that the results of such 

programs are inconsistent, but when home visit programs are specifically developed to address 

the needs of the community and focus on the risk factors that may impact program success, 

improving parental skills and the quality of the home environment is possible (Council on 

Community Practices, 2009).  Roberts, Jurgens, and Burchinal (2005) found positive correlations 

between specific literacy practices and language development among children; however, the 

overall quality and responsiveness of the home environment was a stronger predictor of a child’s 
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language and literacy skills, possibly because quality and responsiveness assessed a more general 

overview of the home atmosphere, including a caregiver’s emotional responsiveness, acceptance 

of his or her child’s actions and the organization of the home environment.  Korfmacher et al. 

(2008) argue that understanding parental acceptance and involvement of home visit programs 

should be carefully considered when evaluating program effectiveness. 

Literacy and Learning Questions.  The first set of questions measured the level of 

literacy and learning activities between children and parents in the home environment between 

the two groups, from baseline to year three.  The program group’s average score increased 3.5 

times more than the control group’s average scores.  Given that the baseline scores among the 

two groups were different, it is difficult to draw conclusions about the impact of the program on 

these activities; however, it appears that the program had an impact on the frequency of parents’ 

literacy and learning activities in the home.  Other factors may have contributed to this increase, 

such as the age of parents for the program group now being older, which may have prompted a 

different type of relationship with their children. The control group, on average, still performed 

these activities more than the program group by year three; however, the program group seemed 

to close the gap between the groups.  There was also a statistically significant main effect of 

group on literacy and learning activities, indicating that there was a difference between the 

program and control groups on literacy and learning scores regardless of time. 

Parenting-Positive Interaction Questions.  The parenting-positive interaction questions 

measured the levels of parenting-positive interactions between parents and their children 

between the control and program groups comparing differences between the baseline scores and 

year three scores.  Although the average score increased over time for the program group while 

the control group remained stable, it is difficult to determine with the small size of the sample 
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whether this change was due to the program impact specifically. This increase may have been 

attributed to natural variation between the groups or additional factors such as extra-circular 

activities in their personal lives that were not measured.  However, overall, due to the lack of 

statistical significance, the groups responded similarly on the levels of parenting-positive 

interaction questions.  

The inability to see statistically significant changes in parent-child interaction levels can 

be attributed to various factors such as the role of the home visitor and how they interact with the 

families (Heaman et al., 2006) or the role of the parents themselves (Korfmacher et al., 2008) 

and which activities they prefer or have time to do.  As well, these activities may be habits that 

require more time and practice to be implemented in homes and therefore require longer term 

analysis.   

Brigance Screener 

 The Brigance Screener measuring tool looks at specific age-appropriate language 

development components for children. Although the results from this study indicated that the 

mean language scores for the program group not only exceeded the control group scores but also 

increased by a greater margin, it is difficult to isolate adult interaction at home from adult 

interaction in the program.  Therefore, the increase in language scores might be attributed to the 

actual interaction in the program.  The work of Peisner-Feinberg et al. (2001) indicated that 

although the primary environment for a child is the family environment, the quality of a child’s 

secondary environment, such as child-care arrangements, also plays a role in determining 

developmental outcomes.  Other research has also found positive relationships between language 

development and quality child care experiences where high levels of sensitive and linguistic 

stimulating care are present (NICHD, 2000).  However, there is evidence that the developmental 
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gap can also be substantially decreased among low resource families through home visits that 

teach learning activities to parents (Bann et al., 2016).   

 The second research question asked whether higher levels of parent-child interaction at 

home predicted higher language development scores.  There was no statistically significant 

relationship between literacy and learning scores or parenting-positive scores and language 

development in any of the models, therefore there is no evidence to support that parent-child 

interaction is related to language development scores.  Based on previous research, the lack of 

relationship between parent-child interaction at home and language development is surprising as 

a more stimulating environment has been found to increase language development (Clarke-

Stewart et al., 2002; Parker et al., 1999).  However, the lack of evidence to support the research 

question could be attributed to other factors such as the small sample size.  This leads to the 

strengths and limitations of this study. 

Strengths and Limitations 

As in any study strengths and limitations should be considered when reviewing the 

results.  The strengths of the study will be examined first.  The Abecedarian Program began three 

years ago as a pilot project for the Lord Selkirk Park Child Care Centre.  A key strength of this 

study is that within the past three years, the program has been closely monitored and data 

collected by a well-rounded working group consisting of program staff, provincial staff from 

Healthy Child Manitoba and the Early Learning and Child Care Unit, Red River College faculty 

and an evaluator.  The program has already established strong relationships and expertise in its 

data collection.  Trust between data collectors and participants has been built over the last three 

years by the program, enabling staff to access information easily and obtain a higher response 
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rate.  Furthermore, the survey data have been collected by the same person, ensuring consistent 

delivery of the survey and interpretations of the responses. 

Healthy Child Manitoba collected language development scores for children within the 

program and in the control group.  The Brigance Screening tool, used by the program facilitators 

to analyze language development, has been widely used for over 35 years as an educational 

assessment tool to assess children and development (Curriculum Associates, 2013).  Another 

strength of the study is that children in the program and control group were tested using the 

Brigance screening tool by provincial child development counselors, who regularly use this 

assessment and therefore are familiar with it.  However, it should also be noted that many 

assessment tools in Canada have a European bias, which does not adequately address the 

uniqueness of Aboriginal culture (Ball, 2009).  However, even though the assessment tool did 

not specifically address Aboriginal culture, because a majority of both the program group and the 

control group identify as Aboriginal, the results provide some validity in comparing the two 

groups with a similar cultural make-up as opposed to two culturally different groups. 

The design of this study is another strength.  The longitudinal aspect of the study, and the 

ability to evaluate the same children from the beginning of the program, increases the confidence 

in the results.  Furthermore, a control group of children who were being brought up in the same 

community, facing the same financial constraints, allowed for a comparison of children who had 

no programming, thus further validating the results of the effect of the program. 

Limitations of the study should also be considered when interpreting the findings.  One 

limitation presented in this study lies within the first research question.  A potential bias within 

data collection is that the levels of parent-child interaction in the home environment are self-

reported by parents.  In order to reduce the potential for inaccurate information, parents were 
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briefed at the beginning of the program and again before their survey, indicating that any 

information provided was to be kept confidential and that it was important for analyzing and 

understanding the impact of the program.  Additionally, any potential inaccuracy from parents’ 

self-reports may have been limited by ensuring survey questions are in plain language and 

phrased neutrally, reinforcing the importance of accurate responses to parents and reiterating 

survey anonymity (Taylor-Powell, 1998).  Although awareness of the importance of accurate 

data collection has already been conveyed to participants over the last three years, parents may 

have responded with what they believe is a more socially acceptable answer than the true nature 

of their parenting.  Additionally, the person collecting the parent survey data, the program 

Assistant Director, has a vested interest in the program succeeding.  A personal bias may have 

been present and inadvertently influenced how questions or clarifications were posed to parents.   

Another limitation of the study is that although data were collected from parents on the 

frequency of certain activities, information regarding children’s lives outside the home 

environment was not collected.  Whether children participated in other extra-curricular activities 

and the influence of such activities on language development was unknown and not collected in 

this study; therefore, other external factors may have impacted the language development scores 

among children in both groups.  Additionally, the large difference in the size of single parent 

households between the control and program group was not incorporated into the analyses and 

could have played a role in not only the levels of parent-child interaction children received at 

home but also the language development scores. 

A further limitation was the sample size.  As the study was only analyzing a single 

program in Winnipeg (as it is the only project in Winnipeg administering the Abecedarian 

Program), the sample size for eligible families was limited.    Furthermore, some parents have 
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more than one child participating in the study.  The parents with multiple children were treated 

as independent responses to limit further reductions in the sample size.  The sample size was also 

limited as not all participants provided permission to participate in this study, further limiting the 

sample size and excluding participants’ results.  The control group in particular was reduced to 

half the size of the program group and it is difficult to determine whether the group omitted may 

have differed on any important characteristics from the control group who gave permission.  This 

small sample not only limits the ability to generalize the results, but it also presents the 

opportunity for a type II error, where the low statistical power of this study may not present 

significant findings where there truly may be significant findings. 

Threats to internal validity within this study include selection of subjects, testing, and 

maturation. These threats can be controlled through the random selection of control and 

treatment groups, having different Brigance screening tests for different age groups, as well as 

using a control and treatment group to compare any differences in language development beyond 

maturation.  However, even though participants were randomly placed in the control and 

program groups, the groups performed differently at baseline on both parent-child interaction 

levels and language development scores, suggesting they were not equivalent groups at the onset.  

Although quantitative research is an efficient way to gather and analyze data, the survey and 

Brigance Screener do not allow any elaboration of answers to questions; therefore, we do not 

understand the reasoning behind the answers.  Were there physical limitations for parents unable 

to complete a specific activity?  Did a child prefer to read stories rather than sing songs?  Did a 

parent work evenings and weekends and therefore have very little interaction with the child?  

The parent survey did not provide much more information than the frequency of the specific 

activities.  In addition, although the Brigance Screener is a standardized measuring tool, the 
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parent survey was developed specifically for the evaluation of the program and may lack good 

psychometric properties as its reliability and validity were untested. 

Although the study refers to the Aboriginal culture of many of the program participants, 

the program itself was selected for evaluation because it was the only program delivering the 

Abecedarian program in Canada, not specifically for the culture of its participants.  The program 

is located in a social housing complex that, over the past years, has secured funding to revitalize 

the area.  So although the program includes a focus on Aboriginal culture in its programming, 

not all children identified as Aboriginal and this study did not take culture into consideration 

therefore making it difficult to generalize the results to other Aboriginal cultures. 

Summary and Conclusion 

 The study answered two questions:  First, does the Abecedarian program increase parent-

child interaction at home, and secondly, does increased parent-child interaction at home increase 

language skills?  The study showed an association between program participants and an increase 

in parent-child interaction in the home environment.  This result, however, should be further 

studied to rule out other reasons, such as any socio-demographic differences between the groups 

or external factors such as participation in extra-curricular activities, by adding questions to the 

parent survey.  Although no relationship between parent-child interaction at home and language 

scores was found, the reasons for this should be studied further to determine why no 

relationships were observed.  A re-analysis at the five-year mark with a greater sample size 

might provide additional information.  An analysis with a third sample group only receiving a 

home visitor might provide some specific insight into the value of parent-child interaction at 

home. 
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This study has provided insight into one of the benefits of a high-quality child care 

program for children living in poverty - an increase in parent-child interaction - which other 

studies have shown beneficial to life outcomes for children living in poverty (Hart & Risley, 

1995).  It is hoped this study can encourage governments to support more programming for this 

population. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

In order to provide early childhood education for children living in poverty, it is 

important to understand how poverty hinders development.  While the study answered two 

research questions regarding the Abecedarian program’s impact on parent-child interaction and 

child language development, many more questions were raised that provide direction for future 

studies.  These include: 

 Repeating this analysis at five and 10 years to determine the long-term impact of the 

program compared to the control group as well as expanding the sample size would be a 

beneficial.  Will the program group continue to make gains and will the control group’s 

interaction and language scores continue to decline?  Additionally, reporting the effect 

size rather than the statistical significance may provide more valuable results as to the 

extent the program is affecting parent-child interaction at home. 

 Further analysis regarding: 

a) Which specific parent-child interaction activities were impacted by the home visitor; 

and  

b) The impact of home visits on parental stress to determine if stress levels affected 

parent-child interaction levels. 
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 Analysis on school readiness or other factors that have been proven beneficial.  Although 

high-quality care may be able to make up for language development, does this program 

impact other factors like school readiness, or other life outcomes like aggressive 

behaviours or job outcomes?  Additionally, with the high percentage of single parents in 

this study, further analysis on the program impact on single parents would be valuable, 

comparing single and two-parent families.  Does this program help substitute for a 

second adult? 

 Further analysis regarding each language development component to determine whether 

a particular activity impacted a specific language development component, which could 

potentially be used to fine-tune programming and home activities that specifically 

promote language skills. 

 Analysis of different levels of home visitor supports for families not in high-quality care 

programs.  What outcomes would a third group only receiving a home visitor have?  

Based on the outcomes of the program and the fact that children in the program had 

lower language skills than the control group to begin with, does that mean higher-risk 

children need high-quality care to increase their language, while lower-risk children can 

increase language gains with better parental support?  Would home visitors alone be 

beneficial to those unable to get high-quality child care?  What would the impact be? 

How would the third group, only receiving a home visitor, compare to the program and 

the control groups?  Would low language scores indicate a need for high quality 

education? 

The more we understand about early childhood development and the effects of parent-

child interaction on child development, the better our ability to address the educational and 
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developmental gaps that hinder children living in poverty.   If we address the effects of poverty 

on children’s development and subsequent life outcomes, then every child will have the 

opportunity to reach his or her full potential. 
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APPENDIX B 

Brigance Early Childhood Screens Language Development Test Chart 

 

Component Age Groups Tested 

Receptive Language Skills 0 to 1 years, 1 to 2 years 

Expressive Language Skills 0 to 1 years, 1 to 2 years 

Identifies Body Parts 1 to 2 years, 2 to 3 years 

Picture Vocabulary 1 to 2 years, 2 to 3 years, 3 to 4 years, 4 to 5 years  

Identifies People in Picture by Naming 2 to 2.5 years 

Knows Use of Objects 2 to 2.5 years, 2.5 to 3 years, 3 to 4 years 

Verbal Fluency 2 to 2.5 years 

Personal Data Response 2.5 to 3.0 years, 4 to 4 years, 4 to 5 years, 5 to 6 years 

Repeats Sentences 2.5 to 3.0 years,3 to 4 years  

Quantitative Concepts 3 to 4 years 

Matches Colours 2.5 to 3 years 

Plural s and –ing 2.5 to 3 years 

Colour Recognition 3 to 4 years, 4 to 5 years, 5 to 6 years 

Prepositions and Irregular Plural Nouns 3 to 4 years 

Follows Verbal Directions 4 to 5 years 

Syntax and Fluency 4 to 5 years, 5 to 6 years 
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APPENDIX C 

Written Consent Form for Parents 

 

Faculty of Health Sciences 
College of Medicine 

Department of Community Health Sciences 
750 Bannatyne Avenue 

Winnipeg, Manitoba 
Canada     R3E 0W3 
Fax (204) 789-3905 

 

Parental Study Consent Form 

Research Project Title: “Raising Potential: Exploring the Effect of Parent-Child Interaction on 
Language Development Among Pre-School Children Living in Manitoba 
Social Housing” 

 
Principal Investigator: Vicky Kiansky, Master’s Student- University of Manitoba 

Phone: XXX-XXX-XXXX, Email: XXX@myumanitoba.ca. 
 
Research Supervisor: Dr. Javier Mignone, Advisor- University of Manitoba 

Phone: 204.474.8065,  Email: javier.mignone@umanitoba.ca. 
 
This consent form, a copy of which will be left with you for your records and reference, is only 
part of the process of informed consent.  It should give you the basic idea of what the research 
is about and what your participation will involve.  If you would like more detail about something 
mentioned here, or information not included here, you should feel free to ask.  Please take time 
to read this carefully and to understand any accompanying information. 
 
You are invited to participate in a research study called “Raising Potential: Exploring Parent-
Child Interaction Levels Among Families in the Abecedarian Program and its Effects on 
Language Development”.  You have been asked to participate because you are participating in 
Manitoba Healthy Child’s Abecedarian Program research. 
 
Study Description 
This study will look at how often parents interact with their children and if this level of 
interaction has an effect on a child’s language development.  The study findings will be put into 
a thesis report and presented to the University of Manitoba.  The study findings will also be 
shared with program evaluators at Healthy Child Manitoba and the Lord Selkirk Park Child Care 
Program staff to help with future program decisions. 

mailto:XXX@myumanitoba.ca
mailto:javier.mignone@umanitoba.ca
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What does my consent involve? 
As the data required for the study has already been collected by Healthy Child Manitoba, the 
consent needed from parents for this study is the consent to use the data already collected 
from the parents through the parent survey to measure the level of parent-child interaction 
and the Brigance Screener Scores for children to measure the levels of language development.  
Participating in this study will take no extra time because all the questions have been asked and 
you will not be asked any additional questions.  Please note that your participation is voluntary.  
Should you choose to not participate in the study, you will still remain in the pilot project and 
receive the same child care arrangements. 
The benefits of participating in this study include providing valuable feedback to staff and 
program decision makers on child development and to parents on what they can do to increase 
their child’s development.  
 
Confidentiality and Anonymity 
Any information provided to the principal investigator will be anonymous and kept confidential.  
Your confidentiality and privacy and that of your child will be maintained by the use of numbers 
to code your responses and child’s test scores. Your name and identity will not be made 
available to the principal investigator at any time, therefore personal information will not be 
included in the final report.  All data collected will be kept locked in a cabinet at the principal 
investigator’s home or encrypted if electronically provided.  Data will only be accessible to the 
principal investigator (Vicky Kiansky), her research supervisor (Dr. Javier Mignone), and his 
research assistant (Aynslie Hinds).  Data received for the study will be destroyed by shredding 
August 2018. 
 
Questions 
This research study has been approved by the Joint-Faculty Research Ethics Board at the 
University of Manitoba.  If you have any concerns about the study or the way it is being 
conducted, you may contact the above named persons or the Human Ethics Coordinator at 
204.474.7122 or by email (Humanethics@umanitoba.ca).   
 
Results 

The results of the study will be summarized and provided to Healthy Child Manitoba and The 
Abecedarian Working Group (Lord Selkirk Park Child Care Center).  Parents who request results 
of the study will also be provided with a brief summary through the method indicated on their 
consent form.  It is anticipated that the results will be completed by September 2016.  
Following the thesis, the findings from the study may be presented at conferences or published 
in scientific journals. 

 

Consent 
Your signature on this form indicates that you have understood to your satisfaction the 
information regarding participation in the research project and agree to participate as a 
subject.  In no way does this waive your legal rights nor release the researchers, sponsors, or 
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involved institution from their legal and professional responsibilities.  You are free to withdraw 
from the study anytime before the thesis is approved (approximately August 2016) by 
contacting the principal investigator, Vicky Kiansky by email or telephone.  Your continued 
participation should be as informed as your initial consent, so you should feel free to ask for 
clarification or new information throughout your participation by contacting Vicky Kiansky 
through email at XXX@myumanitoba.ca or by telephone at XXX-XXX-XXXX. 

 

The University of Manitoba may look at your research records to see that the research is being 
done in a safe and proper way. 

This research study has been approved by the Joint-Faculty Research Ethics Board at the 
University of Manitoba.  If you have any concerns or complaints about this project, you may 
contact the above named persons or the Human Ethics Coordinator (HEC) at 204.474.7122. 
A copy of this consent form has been given to you to keep for your records and reference. 
 
Participant Name (please print):___________________________________________________ 
 
Participant Signature___________________________________ Date: ____________________ 
Research and/or Delegate’s Signature_________________________________ 
Date:______________ 
 

Would you like to receive a copy of the study results?            Yes                 No     

If yes, please provide your method of delivery preference and information (email, mail, etc.)  
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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