Early Intervention into parenting : fostering development of children through educating parents.
Psychology Department of American University Central Asia

AKME Studio

Abstract:  This project is designed to provide an awareness-raising campaign and education for parents in rural and resource-deprived urban communities in Kyrgyzstan in the sphere of early childhood development (1-7 years old), to train parents to foster the cognitive, socioemotional and personal development of children, as well as to develop and publish a manual for an early intervention program, to educate and train psychology students in the field of social work, and to carry out research on the long-term mental-health effects of the disappearance of Soviet-era state-supported early childhood development programs. 

Target group: Preschool –aged children from 1 to 7 years old living in rural and poor urban areas of Kyrgyzstan and their parents.

Historical background and needs assessment: 
The perception of the role of preschool education in Post-Soviet countries is mostly based on idea that child-care facilities and kindergartens should be the places to provide daycare for children while their parents are at work, to free the parents from the necessity to choose between work and childcare and make every person in the country part of labor force. This perception of the role of preschool education system was formed during Soviet times and still influences the way how citizens of Kyrgyzstan perceive the problem of preschool education in the country. (UNICEF, 2008)  While such an approach may have made a certain amount of sense during the Soviet era, since the collapse of the USSR the previously existing nursery school and kindergarten structures have largely disappeared.  As a result, in Kyrgyzstan today this understanding of preschool education prevents children in the country from developing adequately during early childhood (0-7 years old) and from getting basic education before they go to school. 

In the sphere of preschool education, parents and communities perceive their current problems to be a lack of kindergartens in their communities and thus the main goal of developing preschool education becomes the building of kindergartens and providing them with qualified educators, staff and facilities. Parents and communities simply wait for the state to provide them with equipped kindergartens. But in the current political and economic situation, this goal appears to be unrealistic and unattainable, specifically because governmental strategies of development do not foresee any activities and dates planned to increase the number of kindergartens and their accessibility for children all over the country, although the goals in preschool education are stated as providing preschools with qualified specialists and improving the quality of preschool education (Strategy of Country Development, 2005). 

The actual current situation in the sphere of preschool education in Kyrgyzstan is critical. In year 2009, only 14% of children of preschool age in Kyrgyzstan were attending kindergartens, as there were only about 540 kindergartens in the country in comparison to 1600 preschools in 1990 (Builasheva and others, 2010). Accessibility of kindergartens for children from rural population is very low: only 27% of all the children attending kindergartens in the country are from rural areas. Among the poorest population, 7% of children had access to kindergartens in 2006. (Builasheva and others, 2010) Currently functioning kindergartens lack staff in general and qualified staff especially, which is a part of crisis of preschool education system of the country.  

At the same time, the Strategy of Country Development (2005) and Strategy of Development of Education in Kyrgyz Republic, 2007-2010 emphasize the need to develop alternative forms of preschool education centers and to support community-based kindergartens. Under alternative forms of education can be listed communal kindergartens funded by community, mother and parents clubs and schools of parenting on the basis of community, which can vary in form, source of funding and size. According to UNICEF research in 2008, communities are rather skeptical about alternative forms of preschool education and passive in discussing issues of early childhood development, claiming that it is the government who is able and should solve this problem. During UNICEF research (MacLin & Orozova, 2008) the optimal model for communal-based alternative form of preschool education center was not determined in terms of longevity, number of hours spent in preschool center and the type of services provided for children.  

One of the primary reasons why communities and parents do not accept alterative models of home-schooling and parents clubs might be the approach to parenting in Kyrgyzstan that is currently being studied by Doris Bühler-Niederberger, University of Wuppertal, Germany. In the preliminary results of her study, which she kindly provided, she points out that babies receive more parental attention than older children do. According to her estimation, “educational practices seem to be more problematic for children of 2-7 years” in comparison to parenting practices focused on caregiving (feeding, providing with clothes). Parents, especially fathers, spend much less time communicating and playing with child in early childhood. Parents do not foster intellectual and cultural development of their children, because they seem to know little about how to do this and about the importance of early cognitive and socioemotional development. Parents seem to perceive the intellectual development of children to start when the children go to school. During early development years parents are more likely to emphasize measurable visible capacities, skills required to enter school and rules of good behavior, such as to obey to adults and be polite. Parents pay no or little attention to inner psychological processes like curiousity, fears, motives, self-esteem. That is why parents pay little attention to development of general cognitive ability, communication skills and emotional maturity of their children. 

In connection to described situation, it is of highly importance to work with parents and communities to enhance their knowledge in the sphere of early development and to train them to foster intellectual, psychological and socioemotional development  of the child. 

After a brief analysis of the current situation, we have come to the position that it is essential to educate specialists in the field on the level of higher education. This project includes teaching academic courses for students of American University Central Asia which will focus on early development, family issues and intervention techniques. Adequate education in this sphere and practical social work in the project will help our students develop skills of professionals important for the development of realistic preschool educational programs in our country. Integrated model of our work in this sphere might be important in development of preschool education in Kyrgyzstan. 

This approach to intervention we have come up with appeared to be consistent with the Strategy of Development of Education of Kyrgyz Republic, 2007-2010. The strategy emphasizes that in the current crisis situation in the sphere of preschool education in Kyrgyz Republic it is essential, among other things, to 1) inform communities and parent of importance of early childhood development; 2) provide training and education for parents of early childhood development; 3) include early development issues in higher education curriculum. 

Simultaneously, it is extremely important to assess the results of awareness campaigns and potential changes in attitude toward preschool education among parents.  As a result, it is critical to observe a) what proposed interventions are best accepted by communities and b) whether we can see differences in the psychological well-being and psycho-educational spheres of young people who have been exposed to new methods of early childhood education in Kyrgyzstan.  This will require a baseline assessment to be carried out at the beginning of the project and then follow up assessments comparing the situation of those children and families that have participated in the pilot projects in comparison to families that have had no exposure to new ideas of early childhood education and to those whose children are enrolled in traditional kindergartens.

Rationale: 

Information provided above gives us the ground to conclude that initiatives in development of preschool education are still of high importance and should be aimed first of all at awareness raising of parents and communities in importance of early childhood development. The aim of awareness-raising campaign should be to shift the perception of role of preschool education from the emphasis on whole day care in kindergartens to importance of cognitive and social development of children in early years which is possible to provide through parents clubs and everyday training and communication of parents with their children. According to UNICEF, parents clubs can be possibly accepted by community as a way of providing preschool education, but still this alternative form is not popular among communities. Awareness raising campaigns should be focused on encouraging of acceptance of really alternative forms of preschool education centers and rejecting impractical ideas of establishing state-like kindergartens in the rural areas. 

The best alternative to state-like financially demanding model of kindergartens we perceive to be direct work with parents of preschool-aged children and communities which would include awareness-raising and training of parents and local educators. Parents are the primary educators of their children because they can spend more time with their children than educators and caregivers and they are primarily interested in adequate early development of their children. That is why we perceive education of parents and awareness-raising in the sphere of early development to be most effective approach in the current situation. 

Goals:  

I. Social service. Early intervention campaign.

1. Organizing awareness-raising campaigns for residents of rural communities lacking kindergartens which are aimed at providing information on importance of involvement of parents in early physical, cognitive and socioemotional development of their children.  

2. Providing trainings for parents of preschool-aged children on the skills of assessment of level of development of their children, importance of their involvement in early childhood development and basic techniques of everyday homeshooling.

3. Encouraging and assisting communities to organize community-based educational centers for parents (‘parent clubs’) that would include initiative citizens, parents of preschool children and local elementary school educators. 

4. Developing and publication of a manual on the alternative program of preschool education including: scientific foundations of the early childhood intervention though parents education; program of trainings offered; organizational techniques used and summary of report on the implementation of the program. 

II. Academic activities. New academic courses and research at the department.

1. Involving psychology students (especially those who will be taking Developmental Psychology course) into the pilot project as volunteers.

2. Developing two new courses at the department: “Early Childhood Development and Parenting”; and “Theory and Practice of Social Work: Early Intervention”. Involving students taking these courses into the project in Fall 2011 as trainers’ assistants and administrators. 

3. Encouraging and supervising students to do internship and research while working in the project and to write their thesis papers on the bases of material they are working with during volunteer work. These activities will help students to become more familiar with the theory and practice of social work. 

4. Research project series of Department faculty and students focusing mainly on parenting and early intervention.
Research:
Research projects at psychology department are going to focus on several following areas: 1) parenting strategies and perception of role of parent and parental involvement in Kyrgyzstan, 2) average level of development of preschool-aged children and perception of early development of children by parents in Kyrgyzstan 3) effective ways of intervention into early development of children in Kyrgyzstan through parents education.  
1. Parenting preschool children in Kyrgyzstan: parenting strategies and degree of parental involvement.
This research is going into depth of studying the perception of role of parent and parenting strategy for early childhood development. We are going to use as foundation research of D. Bühler-Niederberger (2010), who is currently studying the self-perception of parents and perception of the extent of their investment. We are going to take her conclusions further and study the specific psychological underpinnings of parental strategies in Kyrgyztan. We suppose to find low level of parental investment and not clear perception of role of parent in early development of children. On the basis of this finding, we are going to explore the reasons of low parental investment and underestimated importance of early child development.
2. Early childhood development in Kyrgyzstan: childhood development level and parental perception of importance of early cognitive and socioemotional development.

In this study we are going to assess primarily parental perception of importance of early childhood development and the cognitive schema of parents of their role in the life of their children and role in children’s development. We are going to explore the correlation between changing parental perception of their role in development of their children, increase of parental investment and increase of the level of cognitive and socioemotional development of their children.
3.Effective ways of intervention into early childhood development (through parental education). 
The output of this research project will include intermediate and final reports on effectiveness of system of trainings and awareness-raising materials for communities and parents we will develop. This study is going to estimate the adequacy and effectiveness of particular approaches we use and format and content of trainings and activities we organize and appropriateness of this intervention schema to the current needs of communities and parents. This project is going as well to contain developed teaching materials and awareness-raising materials and analysis of their effectiveness and further recommendations of development materials as well as training sessions. 

Pilot project:

Activities of our project that take place during Fall 2011 semester are proposed as the pilot part of the project. This part of project includes development of the methods, manuals and teaching materials for parents and probation of the training format and materials in communities 1-4. The purpose of pilot project is data collection that would help us assess effectiveness of materials developed and trainings provided, effectiveness of intervention and awareness-raising campaign. The assessment and evaluation procedures will include comparative analysis of level of parental investment in different communities where the intervention took place (communities 1-4) and communities where there were no interventions provided by state or international agents.  The final report on pilot project will include comparative assessment of the effectiveness of early intervention through parents, effectiveness of developed structure of intervention and materials developed and level of achieved involvement of the community into preschool development of children. All the indicators and dates are specified in the general timeline below.
Activities timeline (including pilot project): 

	Activities 
	Dates 
	Indicators/outcomes 

	Block I: Social Service. 

	Forming mobile groups, contacting communities, organizing work:

	Forming mobile group of specialists including:

- 2 educational psychologists-trainers

- 1 pediatrician

- 1 interpreter

- 1  specialist in logistics

- 1 administrator of community relations

- volunteers (AUCA students)
	January 2011
	Group of specialists including: 

6 specialists

10 students

	Organization of meetings for specialists of mobile group. Inviting local and international specialists in preschool education and social work to take part in meetings.
	January-February 2011
	Materials of meetings.

Experts and advisors involved into the project.

	Developing of job description for every member of mobile group.
	January 2011
	Job descriptions.

	Trainings of trainers (volunteers). 
	February 2011
	Trained 10 students to be volunteers in the project. 

	Contacting community and local administration.
	February 2011
	Agreement with community and administration on organizing awareness-raising campaign and training of parents.

	Finding and contacting local specialists in preschool/elementary education in the community.
	February 2011
	Contact with educational specialists, their agreement to be involved in the project.

	Organizing trainings in communities 1,2. 
	March 2011
	Well-organized ground for trainings and conducted series of trainings. 

	Organizing trainings in communities 3,4.
	April 2011
	Well-organized ground for trainings and conducted series of trainings. 

	Organizing training in communities 5,6,7,8,9,10.
	September – October 2011
	Well-organized ground for trainings and conducted series of trainings.

	Assistance in forming initiative group of residents, parents and educational specialists in the communities 1,2. (‘parents club’) 
	March 2011
	Formed group of parents, active citizens and local educators in the community.

Number of parents joined the group.

	Assistance in forming initiative group of residents, parents and educational specialists in the communities 3,4. (‘parents club’)
	May 2011
	Formed group of parents, active citizens and local educators in the community.

Number of parents joined the group.

	Assistance in forming initiative group of residents, parents and educational specialists in the communities 5,6,7,8,9,10. (‘parents club’)
	September – October 2011
	Formed group of parents, active citizens and local educators in the community.

Number of parents joined the group.

	Materials:

	Develop awareness-raising materials (brochures) on early child development for residents of communities.
	March 2011
	Published information brochures.

	Develop manuals for parents-participators of training sessions.
	March 2011
	Published materials.

	Conducting focus-groups of parents to test the developed materials.
	February-March 2011
	Conducted 2 focus-groups. 

Elaborated recommendations as results of focus groups work.

	Distribution of educational materials among the participants of trainings.
	March-April 2011

September – October 2011
	Amount of distributed materials

Number of parents using information and skills specified by the materials

	Distribution of awareness-raising materials among residents of communities.
	March-April 2011

September – October 2011
	Amount of distributed materials

Number of parents who joined ‘parents club’** in the community

	Trainings*:

	Conducting trainings for parents in communities 1,2. 
	March 2011
	2 series of trainings conducted (3 days each)

Number of parents participating – 

Number of parents joined the ‘parents club’ - 

	Conducting trainings for parents in communities 3,4.
	April 2011
	2 series of trainings conducted (3 days each)

Number of parents participating – 

Number of parents joined the ‘parents club’ -

	Conducting trainings for parents in communities 5,6,7,8,9,10.
	September – October 2011
	4 series of trainings conducted (3 days each)

Number of parents participating – 

Number of parents joined the ‘parents club’ -

	Conducting trainings for communities 1,2 on organization of ‘parents clubs’. 
	May 2011
	2 trainings conducted 

Number of participants – 

‘Parents club’ is regularly functioning

	Conducting trainings for communities 3,4 on organization of ‘parents clubs’. 
	June 2011
	2 trainings conducted 

Number of participants – 

‘Parents club’ is regularly functioning

	Conducting trainings for communities 5,6,7,8,9,10 on organization of ‘parents clubs’. 
	September – October 2011
	4 trainings conducted 

Number of participants – 

‘Parents club’ is regularly functioning

	Manuals and programs:

	Developing the manual of series of training
	February 2011
	Preliminary version of training program.

	Probation of training manual in community 1.
	March 2011
	Training conducted in community 1.

	Mobile group and experts meeting to assess and develop the training manual.
	March 2011
	Recommendation evaluated and the training manual modified.

	Developing of “Program on the alternative form of early intervention and preschool development of children through education of parents”.
	May 2011
	Project outcomes assessed by mobile groups and experts committee 

Manual published

Manual provided for the Ministry of Education.

	Academic course development: 

	Course “Developmental Psychology” modified and enriched with issues of early development and parenting.
	Spring 2011
	Course modified.

Number of students taking the course

Number of students taking the course involved in the project.

	Course “Theory and Practice of Social Work: Early Childhood Intervention”.
	Fall 2011
	Course developed 

Number of students taking the course

Number of students taking the course involved into the project

	Course “Family Issues in Preschool Education: Early Development and Parenting”. 
	Fall 2011 
	Course developed 

Number of students taking the course

Number of students taking the course involved into the project

	Involvement and opportunities for students:

	Students of psychology department, especially taking the newly offered courses, work in the project.
	Spring-Fall 2011
	Number of students working in the project.

	Students taking the courses do research and group projects while working in the project
	Spring-Fall 2011
	Number of students’ research projects and results of their work (articles etc.) 

	Students write their theses projects using materials they collected while working in project
	Spring-Fall 2011
	Number of students’ theses projects and results of their work (articles etc.)

	Students do their internship projects while working in the project
	Spring-Fall 2011
	Number of students’ theses projects and results of their work (reports, articles etc.)

	Monitoring and evaluation: 

	Development of evaluation instruments (questionnaires and scales to assess effectiveness of materials, trainings and awareness-raising campaigns)
	February-March 2011
	Set of assessment instruments 

	Assessment and evaluation of effectiveness of trainings and awareness-raising campaigns 
	March-April 2011

September – October 2011
	Conducted assessment procedures during training sessions

	Preliminary monitoring and assessment
	May – June 2011

December 2011
	

	Supervisors support and recommendations
	May – June 2011

December 2011
	

	Assessment of contribution of the project and University into development of preschool education in KG and into practical education of psychology students in social work. 
	December 2011
	Report 


*Format of training series:

Each training series in one community consists of 3 training sessions that take place during 3 days and are about 3 hours long each. Three groups of parents are educated in each community: those whose children are 1-2 years old, 3-4 years old and 5-7 years old. First day is mostly dedicated to awareness-raising and general information of child development, second and third days are focused on specific educational techniques, home-schooling, and practical exercises parents can use to educate and play with their children. Each group of parent consists of minimum 8 families (one or two parents and a child). After a series of trainings in one community, we organize a short closing meeting with all the parents and interested residents to conclude, answer additional questions, schedule the training on organization of ‘parents club’ in the community, and administer evaluation instruments.

**‘Parents club’ format: 
Parents club is supposed to have form of regularly meeting group of parents and educators and visiting doctors, which would resemble the format of our trainings and would be funded by community. 
